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1. Introduction 
  
1.1 The Issue 
―Jawaharlal Nehru University is a space where you can be whatever you want to be‖ – 
Shefali (from Haldwani, Uttarakhand)   
 
New Delhi, the capital city of India, is a fast-paced, bustling and crowded city, where every 
individual is caught in a daily jostle to find their own space. In the midst of this, as soon as one 
enters Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU), one feels a sense of calm. The university exerts an 
atmosphere of relaxation and ease. This calm impression, however, belies a great churning of 
ideas and thinking, in a university which has for long been known in India as a torchbearer of 
intellectual thought. In a largely conservative society like India, the enclosed residential campus 
of JNU presents itself as a pocket of relative ‗freedom‘ where societal norms seem to be relaxed. 
A space where there are no explicit rules or regulations governing the lives of the students. Thus, 
tucked away in the south-east corner of the metropolitan city of New Delhi (with a population of 
about 16 million) is Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU) which is home to around eight thousand 
students hailing from all corners of India.  
As I have always been interested in the field of gender studies and the performative nature of 
gender, I wanted to study the transformations brought about in gendered identities when 
individuals shift across different contexts and spaces. In order to do this, I chose to study a 
university space as it is often the first platform which provides young individuals an opportunity 
to live independently in a new setting, away from their homes. In particular, I chose Jawaharlal 
Nehru University, as this public university has long been known in India as a ‗liberal‘ and 
‗egalitarian‘ space, as it draws students from wide-ranging backgrounds through its special 
admission policies. It presents one of the few spaces in India where individuals from all social 
groups live together in more or less ‗egalitarian‘ conditions. ―JNU is like an island‖ remarked 
almost every individual I met during my fieldwork at Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU). This 
was intriguing as the university was located in New Delhi, one of the most populated and 
thriving metropolitan cities in India.     
 
My research focuses especially on analysing how young women coming from small provincial 
towns in India – marked by largely unequal gendered relations - transform their understandings 
of space and gender when they migrate to study in a ‗metropolitan‘ city. These women are, at the 
same time, part of two social worlds – interacting with different people in the university spaces, 
as well as keeping ties with their family and kin group back home; crossing physical as well as 
symbolic boundaries on a daily basis. Comparing the experiences of the women in these spaces – 
home and university – I have examined how the university campus requires young women to 
explore redefine and rethink aspects of their lives that the context of their homes did not permit. 
 
In South Asia, a young woman is considered ‗at her most vulnerable between the onset of 
puberty and marriage‘ (Dube 1988:15), this vulnerability usually stems from the need to maintain 
the social status of the family. This holds true especially in the case of India, where it is believed 
that the ‗honour‘ of the family rests with woman, as a result of which, her movement and 
interactions are strictly monitored (Das 1976). An emphasis on ‗sexual endogamy‘ leads to the 
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surveillance of women which often also takes on different forms – ‗parental protection, 
neighbourly nosiness or more formal structures of the community or state‘ (Phadke et al. 
2011:17). This is further exacerbated by the need to maintain the social status of each family 
within the intersectional social hierarchies – based on their caste as well as class identities. The 
interactions of young women (especially those of marriageable age) with men from a lower caste 
or lower class is seen with contempt by members of the family as well as neighbourhood, as the 
maintenance of these social boundaries invariably fall upon women, due to their role in the 
reproduction of the next generation. As they are the ‗keepers of culture‘ (Billson 1995), the 
women are monitored and controlled by both women and men, in order to maintain this social 
status of the family. The elder male in the family is often seen as the decision maker for all 
familial matters and it is often the elder women that enforce the control and boundary 
maintenance on the younger women in the family (Das 1976).  
  
In an overwhelmingly patriarchal society, women in India continue to face discrimination 
irrespective of which stratum of society they belong to. The birth of a daughter is seen as a ‗bojh‘ 
(burden) for many families, as she does not contribute economically to the family income1 and is 
considered ‘paraya’ (someone else‘s), as (patrilocal) marriage signifies her departure from her natal 
home to her husband‘s, maintaining only minimal contact with her own relatives. Primary 
socialization in the natal home lays an emphasis on her role in the domestic sphere as a passive 
‗nurturer‘, taking care of the men in her life. She is ‗protected‘ (from meeting ‗unsuitable‘ men) 
till a ‗suitable‘ match is found for her. She is then ‗given away‘ in marriage through the ceremony 
of ‘Kanyadaan’ (lit.’kanya’ - daughter, ‘daan’ - to ‘donate’) a ritual undertaken during a Hindu wedding 
– where the father of the bride hands over his daughter (along with that the duty of ‗protecting‘ 
her) to the groom. Such notions of ‗protection‘ are also equally prevalent in many ritualistic 
practices across different religions like Sikhism, Islam.  These practices and expectations placed 
on how a woman or man should act, behave, dress etc. give rise to certain ‗gendered norms‘ that 
get instilled over time. However, as these norms are overwhelmingly contextual (Nguyen and 
Strikus 2007) - implying that they can be interpreted and adhered to differently depending on 
situations and contexts - the process of learning as well as unlearning of these norms becomes an 
interesting point of investigation. 
 
According to the Census (2011), 91.01% of all married women in India were married by the age 
of 25 (Chowdhury 2016). Most young women, go straight from their natal home to their 
husband‘s home, and don‘t ever live independently. A woman‘s identity and status is therefore 
often attached to ‗her‘ man; as a daughter, wife, or mother (Acker 1973). Gendered 
discrimination is often deeply scripted into the ideological foundation of all institutions of 
society – marriage, education, employment etc. and manifest in overt and subtle ways, seeping in 
as integral parts of the ‗natural order‘. These gendered discriminations also get translated into 
everyday practices through the enactment of gendered norms across different spaces - which in-
turn get translated into the spatial dimensions of these spaces. In a sense spaces themselves get 
‗gendered‘; over time certain spaces get internalized as spaces for either men or women, or where 
women feel uncomfortable going (eg. cigarette or liquor shops) (Spain 1993). The scope of my 
                                                          
1 The ‗natural‘ role of the woman is seen in the domestic sphere, implying that there are restrictions placed on her 
ability work outside the home. 
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research looks at this link between gender and space – analysing how gendered practices are 
carried out in contextually different spaces. 
Today, many parts of India are simultaneously undergoing rapid socio-economic development 
and an enormous transformation in the social fabric of societal relations. With more women 
acquiring education and entering the workforce, the image of women has also seen a shift from 
earlier perceptions of her ‗normative‘ space being in the domestic sphere, to more visibility of 
women in public spaces (Thapan 2001; Phadke et al. 2011). This is especially true in the 
metropolitan cities like New Delhi, Mumbai, Kolkata etc. that act as melting pots drawing people 
from vastly different backgrounds, who come looking for education, employment, and 
opportunities for a new life. As more women venture out of the domestic sphere and make use 
of opportunities of education and employment for themselves, it also leads to contestations - 
both of the ‗traditional‘ structures and also in their efforts to try and locate themselves in the 
public spaces.  The structures of these public spaces themselves are often based on hegemonic 
patriarchal relationships. In the context of many educational institutions such as JNU, there is 
thus a redefinition of the meanings and practices of gender, as well as usage of space. This 
redefinition and negotiation is largely influenced by the class, caste and gendered identity of each 
individual.  
 
With more women coming out of their homes, these public spaces also witness a counter-
alternative wherein women negotiate and interact with these spaces. In many cases, the women 
are blamed by large sections of society for the violence against them, accused of transgressing the 
‗norms‘ and not adhering to their ‗proper‘ role or staying in their ‗proper‘ place, within the 
confines of their homes. The reactions to a brutal gang rape, that occurred in Delhi on 16th 
December 2012 provides an example for such victim-blaming; the perpetrator was recorded 
stating that the transgression of women - For e.g. ‗dating, delaying marriage, pursuing careers‘ - 
was seen as worthy of ‗them "deserving" of rape‘ (Taub 2015).  
 
It is precisely in this period of transition - both in the Indian social fabric, as well as the 
adolescent lives of young women - that I situate my research. I lay focus on the experiences of 
the young women in India that do get the opportunity to move away from their homes and live 
an ‗independent‘ life before marriage, analysing how they grapple with the differing notions of 
gender and space in a new space ‗away‘ from home. Using a comparative perspective I analyse 
the articulations and constitution of gendered identity - through the lens of spatiality.  
 
There is a growing need to obtain more insights into how women who come from provincial 
towns engage with such a transforming society, where they negotiate, adopt and resist different 
gendered understandings of space. How do these women negotiate the processes of gendered 
identity as they transition to a new space? Do their notions of what is ‗proper‘ behaviour for men 
or women alter after their experiences in the new space?  In doing so, I hope to add to an 
emerging collection of works such as Thapan (2001) Nguyen and Strikus (2007) and Paik (2014), 
focusing on the crucial role that gender and integrated social categories such as gender as well as 
caste, class etc. play in shaping women‘s experiences as they are in a process of transforming 
themselves as well as the spaces around them.  
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However, given India‘s history of ascribed inequality (stemming from the caste system) – the 
question of equal opportunity for all sections of society remains an important one. To address 
this concern of equal opportunity for the historically marginalized sections of Indian society, the 
government of India has established a reservation (positive discrimination) policy. This policy is 
aimed at providing reserved access to educational institutions and government jobs for different 
socially disadvantaged groups2, such as Dalits. Among the university spaces, I chose Jawaharlal 
Nehru University (JNU) in New Delhi as my field site, as it offers an emblematic case. In 
addition to the reservation system appointed by the government, JNU also has its own special 
deprivation points system. This deprivation points system – which gives extra weightage to 
women as well as members from ‗backward‘ regions based on a ‗quartile points‘ system – along 
with extremely low tuition fees, have led to JNU acquiring a unique social composition. As an 
institute which provides equal opportunity for students from all walks of life, JNU has acquired 
the reputation of being a ‗liberal‘ and ‗egalitarian‘ space over the years, for instance, it has ‗liberal‘ 
rules such as no curfew time in the hostels, and no restrictions on the movements of students. 
This reputation that JNU has acquired, and the maintenance of its extremely low fees, is also the 
result of a long drawn out struggle by the students‘ and teachers‘ union of JNU to maintain these 
provisions - It is popularly believed that this active political culture of JNU is largely influenced 
by a left leaning political ideology. All these characteristics of JNU make it not only different 
from the ‗home‘ situation of most of these women, but also different from the ‗metropolitan‘ 
city (New Delhi) itself. These factors were also the reasons that led me to choose JNU as my 
field site, as it provides an environment which often contrasts starkly with the more restrictive 
settings from which large sections of its student populace come; making it an interesting space to 
study.  
 
1.2 Gender and Space as Social Constructs 
Space as a category of analysis in the social sciences has been viewed as interactional, multi-
dimensional and dynamic. It ‗saturates social life‘ and forms a ‗medium (along with historical 
time) through which social life happens‘ (Gieryn 2000:467). ‗Space‘ denotes both the physical 
characteristics of an area, as well as the meanings given to these by the social actor; the 
interpretation, representation and identification of the individuals that use the space.  
The ‗spatial‘ turn in the social sciences occurred around the late 1970s, during which scholars 
drew attention to the ‗social‘ aspects of space, highlighting space as a socially constructed 
category. Henri Lefebvre was one of the key contributors to this ‗spatial turn‘, who stated that 
‗(social) space is a (social) product‘ (ibid 1991: 26) and therefore is produced by, and embedded 
in, social reality. This social reality, according to Lefebvre, was composed of the social relations 
that people entered into through practice. These social practices were in-turn characterized by a 
specific space and time; with space exhibiting the synchronic order and time denoting the 
diachronic or historic order. For Lefebvre, both space and time were therefore seen as results of, 
as well as preconditions for, the production of a particular society. As these categories were seen 
as specific to certain contexts, they are therefore also uniquely experienced depending on 
different contexts (Schmid 2008:29). This difference in context that shapes spaces plays a key 
role in my study, as I lay emphasis on the difference in characteristics that govern each space – 
the home and the university. 
                                                          
2
 Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe, Other Backward Classes  
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Lefebvre demarcates the ‗moments‘ that take part in the production of space. He states that 
these moments are doubly determined – pointing to a twofold approach to space: one semiotic 
and the other phenomenological- which also act as mutually dependent concepts. The 
dialectically interactional semiotic factors are - ‗spatial practice‘, ‗representations of space‘ and the 
‗representational space‘, whereas the three phenomenological factors are - ‗perceived‘ ‗conceived‘ 
and ‗lived‘ space. Spatial practice refers to the material dimension of social activity, characteristic to 
each location. Denoting the routines or patterns of daily life, this spatial practice is a result of the 
physical and experiential articulation of activities which assure the reproduction of social 
relations, in-turn ensuring the ‗continuity‘ of such practices (Schmid 2008:36). Representations of 
space refer to the images or definitions given to a space. There can also exist more than one 
representation of the same space – be it verbalized forms, or maps, or signs etc. Representational 
space on the other hand refers to the symbolic dimension of space or the space ‗embodying 
complex symbolisms‘ (Lefebvre 1991:33). This process of signification could be linked to a 
symbol, which may be natural (e.g. tree), artificial (e.g. buildings) or both (e.g. landscape) (Schmid 
2008:37). The phenomenological elements for Lefebvre are – a) Perceived space: the perceivable 
aspects of space that can be physically grasped by the different senses, and that forms an integral 
part of every social practice b) Conceived space: the space that is thought of or that ‗cannot be 
perceived as such without having being conceived in thought previously‘ – referring to some 
kind of ‗whole‘ which presumes an act of thought (Schmid 2008:39), and c) Lived space: the space 
as experienced by people in their everyday life through practice. This triad is at the same time 
integral to the active production of the individual and the social. 
 
 Lefebvre combines the semiotic concepts with the phenomenological ones to show how even 
notions like ‗perception‘ which take place in the mind are based on concrete and produced 
materiality (Schmid 2008:38). It is the interaction of these elements of the two conceptual triads 
that continually produce ‗social space‘. The production of space is therefore ‗grounded in a 
three-dimensionality that is identifiable in every social process‘ (Schmid 2008:40). 
 
Daphne Spain highlights that a gendered perspective of space can ‗reveal how spatial structure 
and social structure are mutually constitutive‘ (Spain 2014). ‗Gender‘ as a category of analysis has 
shifted from a deterministic view of it being derived from the biological sex of an individual, to 
the recognition of gender as a socially constructed category (Oakley 1972). In this view, gender 
as a category is socially constructed through, and during, the ‗performance‘ of gender by the 
individual – closely related to the act of ‗doing‘ – making them practices which are entrenched in 
their performance, for instance being feminine is to perform femininity. The clothes individuals 
wear, the way they walk, talk, the way they wear their hair, are all examples of the performances 
of their gendered identity. While these are subject to creativity depending on the individual, in 
some cases these performances are also ‗performed upon them‘ (Visweswaran 1997:612); be it by 
restrictions imposed by families, or other social institutions. These performative styles are 
capabilities that are actively internalized and cultivated over time based on long-standing 
conventions of what it is to be a ‗man‘ or a ‗woman‘ (Butler 1990; West and Zimmerman 1987); 
often reinforcing known norms which reveal a dominant ideology. The ‗cultural‘ expectations 
attached to all genders get socialized, and while trying to meet others‘ expectations, these 
gendered performances over time, construct the gendered self that an individual chooses to 
identify with (Risman 2004). These gendered norms also present an ‗ideal‘, in relation to which 
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deviations and divergences are measured. As the performance of gender is deeply contextual 
(variable to change and reinvention of its performance depending on the context), the gendered 
norms too provide leeway for deviation. As these gendered norms become a yardstick against 
which ones ‗morality‘ is perceived (especially so in the case of women in India) it functions as a 
complex social category that provides a telling example of the shift across contexts. Seen as a 
continuous process, gender lends itself to possibilities of modifications as new practices or 
discourses are encountered. Defining gender as an on-going process, and using it as a heuristic 
device, therefore allows me to examine how the youth in India participate in this redefinition of 
gendered identities – studying how these ideas are expressed, negotiated as well as reinterpreted 
in the daily lives of men and women. As an entity which is continually produced, gender offers 
itself to a more situational and dynamic reproduction. 
 
My research analyses this very enactment of gender through a spatial lens – looking at the 
difference of the performance of gender in different contexts. In the case of my research, I 
analyse what happens to these gendered identities when they are presented with new and 
different performances, some of which may be ‗cooler‘ or more popular in this new university 
space. As pointed out by Risman, gendered identity depends upon our ‗willingness to do gender, 
and when we rebel, we can sometimes change the institutions themselves‘ (ibid 2004: 434). In 
addition to the experiences of the young women in this new space which offers them new ‗ways‘, 
I also raise questions regarding the ‗egalitarian‘ nature of the university space itself, and whether 
these more ‗popular‘ ways of being tend to create certain new ‗norms‘ in themselves for students 
who come to this university.   
 
The view of space as malleable recognizes the fact that spaces shape as well are shaped by 
people; as spatiality is enacted or embodied. It forms a category of thought which people do not 
often think about; wherein lies its power – the ‗ability to sustain status quo without encountering 
resistance‘ (Spain 1993: 147). Spaces often reflect social norms and embody gender relations 
(Spain 2014) also implying that each space has its own ‗norms‘ and ideas of ‗gender‘ as 
characterized by the people that live in this space. Lefebvre highlighted that ‗the space produced 
also serves as a tool of thought and action: that in addition to being a means of production it is 
also a means of control, and hence of domination, of power‘ (Lefebvre 1991:26). The analysis of 
spaces could therefore also uncover systems of exclusion that merit a certain ‗naturalized‘ order, 
often rendering them invisible (Low 2014), while on the other hand it could also reveal the 
preferences or ‗accepted norms‘ that govern a space. Asking seemingly mundane questions about 
the women‘s movements and/or restrictions in their movements and local settings of the two 
spaces could reveal and recognize larger issues – questions like what were the spaces they visited 
daily in their home town? Were their movement and the movement of the men in their families 
the same? What are the spaces on campus they feel comfortable in and why? Do they feel 
comfortable walking around the campus at night? Are there any characteristics that are ‗typical‘ 
of the new university space? 
 
My research therefore analyses the interplay of these two socially constructed categories of 
gender and space, exploring how and whether a shift from a provincial town to a metropolitan 
city affects the deep-rooted ideas of gender for young women who shift to the city to study in 
university. The social space of the university will play a defining role in the women‘s sense of 
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belonging as well as marginalization (Nguyen and Strikus 2007:876). As a place where diverse 
groups of people interact as well as may struggle to access the public space, this space provides 
an opportunity for new modes of living or inhabiting to emerge (Mitchell 2003). Thus, even in 
their struggles to belong and settle differences, the young women negotiate and create new 
meanings (Nguyen and Strikus 2007). I recognize ‗women‘ themselves as a heterogeneous 
category, whose subjective experiences are deeply shaped by their class, caste identities as well.  
For instance, although the new university space offers the women a chance to move away from 
their moorings, giving them a host of opportunities at creativity or even transgression from their 
earlier ways, the questions still remains how much and to what extent if at all, do these young 
women transgress, as these ‗freedoms‘ are largely shaped and determined by the subjective 
background of each individual.  
 
Focusing on gender and space as embodied practices and notions which manifest themselves in 
everyday interactions, I will be using the concept of ‗spatializing culture‘ as posited by Low 
(2014), which ‗encompasses… multiple processes – social production, social construction, 
embodiment, and discursive practices – to develop an anthropological analysis‘ (ibid: 35). Social 
production refers to the creation of the material space through various factors which can be social, 
ideological, technological etc.; social construction deals with the spatial transformations via social 
interactions, memories, imaginings etc. that express particular meanings. The discursive practices and 
language used by different people (Family/ media /neighbours etc.) that contribute to different 
characterizations of spaces. These varying narratives interact within one another through the 
space and with the social actors that use it (ibid). Such a view of space corresponds closely to 
Lefebvre‘s spatial triads, providing a more comprehensive and cohesive understanding of the 
multiple processes involved in the production of social space.  
The ‗embodied space‘ demarcated by Low marks the: 
 
―(…) person as a mobile spatial field—a spatiotemporal unit with feelings, thoughts, 
preferences, and intentions as well as out-of-awareness cultural beliefs and practices— who 
creates space as a potentiality for social relations, giving it meaning, form, and ultimately 
through the patterning of everyday movements, produces place and landscape.‖ (ibid: 35) 
 
Using such a spatial analysis, I situate the individuals as mobile spatiotemporal fields that realize 
space, and give importance to the mobility, practices and ‗normalized‘ beliefs that play a role in 
the creation of locality and translocality. For my research, I will therefore study the lives of the 
respondents as both described and practiced by them as well as embedded within the wider 
social processes. An analysis of such an ‗embodied space‘ will also help develop a ‗better way to 
think about translocality‘ - recognizing the constant negotiations and meaning-making that arises 
when people shift across contexts (Low 2014). For instance, have the activities that the women 
engage in changed after coming to the university, why? Were there restrictions on the places they 
could visit when they were in their home environment? Are there similar restrictions in the 
universityspace? 
 
In a sense, it is thus the gendered social body that becomes the medium through which the 
socio-spatial formations are experienced, produced, reproduced as well as transformed (Phadke 
et al 2009). The embodied practices of gender as well as the perceptions of space present 
themselves not only through words but are also enacted in everyday activities, in how a person 
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walks, where they choose to go, with whom they interact, how they dress etc. (Mines and Lamb 
2010:5). Such a practice-based perspective helps us study the social contexts through which 
identity is enacted as well as influenced (Nguyen and Strikus 2007:862). Gendered identity then 
becomes the social process which is in a constant state of development, and that provides 
meaning through social relations and social practices.   
 
1.3 Research question and operationalization  
In order to examine the changes that the women undergo after shifting to JNU, the main 
research question of my thesis is as follows: 
How do women coming from small provincial towns in India transform their understandings of 
gender, as well as usage of space, when they migrate to study in a seemingly ‗egalitarian‘ 
university space located in a ‗metropolitan‘ city?  
 
At a more empirical level, the research will focus on whether, and to what extent, young women 
coming from small provincial towns – often characterized by unequal gendered norms – undergo a 
transformation when they shift to a seemingly ‘egalitarian’ university space – a university space that is 
seen by its administration and students as an ‗open‘, ‗free‘, and ‗liberal‘ space. I will be analysing 
the transformations in their understandings of gender – the way they ‗perform‘ their gender be it in 
the clothes they wear, or their ideas of what a woman ‗should‘ or ‗should not‘ do; as well as in 
their usage of space – notions of where they are ‗allowed‘ to go in their home town, whether there 
is a difference in their movements (be it timings or access to spaces) when they come to the 
university.  
 
In order to answer this question I have further specified it in sub-questions, which have guided 
my interviews as well as observations.  
 
To get a better idea of the characteristics that governed the university space, my first sub-
question was: How do the women’s perceptions of, or claims to spaces shape (and in-turn get shaped by) their 
(lack of) access or use of spaces in the university? This question aimed at interpreting and understanding 
the field, to help me explore the women‘s differential usage of, and access to, space. Were there 
certain spaces in the university in which they felt uncomfortable? Why or why not? Which are 
the spaces that they ‗hang out‘ in? Do they think there are certain spaces which are ‗for men‘ and 
some ‗for women‘, and what are these spaces? Whether they involve themselves in any political 
groups, whether they are religious?  
 
In order to build a comparative account, I gained information regarding their experiences in the 
home environment, enabling me to answer my sub question: What, for these women, are the notions of 
space that govern their home environment?  This included questions about their background - where 
they are from, their schooling and their daily routine back home. Whether they were allowed out 
of the house at night? Were there differences in how they and their (male) siblings were treated? 
Whether they were able to go to the market on their own? What their family members expected 
them to do, where they could go or not go? Were they aware of any space restrictions and why 
did they think these restrictions were imposed on them? The questions also included 
investigations regarding their continued contact with family - Do they make calls to their family 
back home frequently? Do they often visit their home environment? Do people come to visit 
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often? Do the ideas held by family members still hold an important place in their lives in the 
university?  
 
Another sub-question: how and to what extent do these women redefine/challenge their notions of space or 
gender due to the shift, and what bearing does this have on their experience? This lays emphasis on the 
notion of change and transformation that occurred in the experiences of these women as they 
shifted to the university space. The questions included: Were there any things that shocked them 
when they initially came to the university space? Were there any similarities with their home 
environment? What were the differences? Questions regarding their take on the kinds of clothes 
women wear in the campus and the clothes that they usually wear to classes/to hang out with 
friends; their take on women smoking; on the parties held in the university; on the political 
debates within the campus. These questions and the answers I received helped me probe the 
‗normative‘ ideas - what was perceived as ‗appropriate‘ behaviour by them/their families? What 
behaviour was considered ‗good‘/ ‗decent‘ by these women, is this same for their 
family/relatives? The notions of what was ‗popular‘ in the university campus.   
 
1.4 Methodology 
As a starting point, I would often roam around and explore the different spaces in the university 
campus in order to get a sense of the space for myself - before speaking to students and getting 
influenced by their ideas of the space. These initial days as a ‗stranger‘ in JNU also made me 
realize the advantages I had in terms of my own position in the field – being an Indian, of 
‗college going‘ age – made it easier for me to explore the university ‗unnoticed‘ to an extent, 
especially as it is such a porous campus where people are used to seeing new faces all the time - 
though I do recognize that my mere presence in the field makes me an instrument and co-
participant in the field (Nash 1976: 254). These characteristics of mine also made initial rapport 
easier (perhaps), I often found common links (even if they were small/insignificant) that helped 
build connections with my respondents. This, simultaneously, also gave my respondents an 
opportunity to get to know me. In a way my respondents and I were ‗both performers and 
audience to one another‘ (Berreman 2012: 162). I do however realize that my own position - 
variables like gender, age, class and caste - would have a bearing on the information people gave 
me, what is termed as ‗the acquiescence effect‘ (Bernard 2006: 241).  
 
This involved observing the performance of gender as much as talking to my respondents about 
their ideas and notions of gender. Participant Observation therefore played a key role in my 
research and was the main method I used to gain information. It helped that I got an 
opportunity to stay in the hostel along with the young women, giving me a deeper insight into 
their lives at the university. I was interested in highlighting how the embodied practices of 
gender as well as the perceptions of space present themselves not only through words but are 
also enacted in everyday activities. It was due to participant observation along with interviews that 
I realized the contradictions that sometimes arose between what my respondents said and what 
they practiced in their daily lives. 
 
I also conducted unstructured or semi-structured interviews depending on the situation. Since I 
am fluent in English as well as Hindi, at the beginning of every conversation I would gauge 
which language my respondent was more comfortable with, and then continue the conversation 
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in that language. I often began my interviews by stating that I am studying the experiences of 
students coming to JNU from different backgrounds, however I was not explicit about my 
specific hypothesis (Berreman 2012: 163). For instance, regarding the role of caste/class, explicit 
admission of what I planned to study could hamper how my respondents behaved. These were 
aspects I gauged by asking different questions about their home and school, which gave me a 
good idea about the class/caste that they were from. Although in some cases my respondents 
were explicit about their caste identity and let me know as soon as I asked about their homes.  
 
In regard to my respondents, I made a conscious effort to speak to women coming from 
different parts of India (from the North, South, East and West), trying to get a sense of the 
‗home‘ setting from various angles, though I‘m aware that these still remain mere snippets and 
could not be used as representative for all students that come from small towns. I kept in mind 
the categories of class, caste, religion, region, sexuality etc. of these women, to mark the 
heterogeneity of women as a group as well. As the stories I have about the home space are all 
recollections and based purely on what my respondents have told me, in a sense they act as 
‗remembered places‘ (Gupta and Ferguson 1992: 378). As I could not visit their home 
environment, I take instances from their stories to highlight their lives ‗back home‘ and draw 
similarities and differences based on these. I have also tried to capture certain ideas the women 
have of their future, in terms such as work and marriage, all the while highlighting that my study 
is situated in a certain time and that these ideas will almost certainly change over time. My 
respondents range from students doing their Bachelors to those doing PhD. This helps me bring 
out the differences in experience; depending on the age at which one enters this new space 
(JNU), and the amount of time one has spent on campus. I also spoke to different actors present 
in my field, for instance, male guards, women guards, Senior Warden of the women‘s hostel, one 
of the leading members of the LGBTQ community, the co-convenor of the Visually Challenged 
Student‘s Forum and members from BAPSA (Birsa – Ambedkar – Phule Students Association) 
to gather different viewpoints to better develop an account of my field. My key respondents are: 
Marjauna (from Mangaldai, Assam), Ritika (from Dehradun, Uttarakhand), Shefali (Haldwani, 
Uttarakhand), Aparajita (from Begusarai, Bihar), Twinkle (from Rajasthan), Sakshi (from 
Gorakhpur, Uttar Pradesh), Megha (from Durgapur, West Bengal), Manju (from Tamil Nadu), 
Lakshmi (from Kozhikode, Kerala)3.   
 
Although my prime focus is on women‘s experiences, I do recognize the male perspective. I did 
interact with men, met with the male friends of my respondents, and heard stories about them 
through the women. I identify the deep implications of the different genders on the overall social 
interactions that take place in JNU (Jawaharlal Nehru University). My own gender plays an 
important role in my research and in my decision to lay focus on women, as I felt more 
comfortable speaking to them and could relate to them better, and also believe that it was easier 
for them to talk and open up to me about their experiences, as compared to the men.  I often 
found it more informative talking to the women when they were alone as they opened up more. 
For instance, once while I was talking to a respondent of mine, one of her (male) friends came 
and joined us, this made her a little conscious and I could sense that she was not going as in-
depth as she could. From there on I often met with her alone first and only after that met up 
                                                          
3I sought permission from my respondents on using their names and they agreed on having their first names cited in 
the research.   
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with her friends. On the other hand, when two respondents were very good friends (in most 
cases these were both women) it sometimes helped talking to them together, as they would 
bounce ideas off each other and elaborate on stories – reminding each other of different 
instances.  
 
Although I had originally planned to, I did not use the ‗participatory mapping‘ (Bernard 2006: 
352) method as it felt unnatural and did not lead to any added information for me. This method 
involved drawing up a map of the spaces and locating key areas used by the respondent. I 
realized this act often made my respondents feel like they were part of some ‗study‘ or like their 
lives were being scrutinized, and brought with it a certain distance between me and my 
respondents. It perhaps therefore disrupted the friendship bond that I held with my respondents, 
unveiling a researcher and research-subject relation, which made my respondents uncomfortable. 
Whereas when we were interacting through unstructured interviews/conversations I derived 
more relevant data, and my respondents didn‘t feel like they had in fact given any ‗interview‘ or 
‗data‘. ―Didn‘t you have a list of questions you needed to ask me??‖ they often remarked after 
having spoken to me for a few hours. 
 
The methodology I used will also reflect in my thesis as I lay emphasis on the individual 
perspective of my respondents, simultaneously bringing the different perspectives together to 
build an argument. My insights from the participant observation and interviews will help me 
reflect on what my respondents said, and relate it to what was happening in the field.  
 
1.5 Ethical Considerations 
As every anthropological study, my research had certain ethical considerations and choices that I 
made at each stage of my research – before the research; while I was in the field; and most 
importantly, being responsible and honest in the way I represent my data through this Thesis. 
One of the main ethical considerations that played big role in my research was AAA code 1: Do 
No Harm (AAA: 4). Although I have consent to use the names of my respondents, I, in order to 
prevent any harm to dignity when writing about sensitive topics (such as alcohol consumption or 
smoking), do not find it necessary to name the particular respondents and therefore deal with 
these issues on a broader scale, highlighting the different themes. Furthermore, I am particularly 
careful while writing about the ‗vulnerable population‘ (AAA: 4) of the LGBTQ members that I 
spoke to. I will therefore not mention the names of my respondents in these cases, in order to 
avoid any potential consequences this may have for my respondent.  
 
As stated in the AAA code 3: ‗the observation of activities and events in fully public spaces is not 
subject to prior consent‘ (AAA: 7). All the spaces or activities that I describe based purely on my 
observations are all public spaces or activities that occur in public. However, in one specific case 
– the ‗cultural event‘ and protests that took place during my stay at the university (explained in 
Section 3.2 and 3.3 of the thesis) during which some students from the university were arrested 
under charges of ‗sedition‘ – I do not give intricate details and do not mention any of the court 
orders involved, as the matter is still sub-judice. All photographs in the thesis are also therefore 
selected in such a manner as to not cause harm or give away details of the event. In addition, I‘d 
like to emphasise that the objective of my research is not to judge any ideas or practices that 
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people described to me, but purely to discuss the transformations and changes that occur when 
the young women move away from their homes to a new ‗metropolitan‘ university space. 
 
1.6 Structure of the thesis  
Having made my objective and methodology clear in this introductory chapter, I move to 
Chapter 2 in which I focus on the two spaces involved – JNU and the Home. In the section on 
JNU I elaborate on the spatial description of the space as well as the characteristics that make it 
unique; examining the ‗sense of community‘ within the university, the ‗rules‘ of the university, as 
well as the perceptions of ‗safety‘. In the ‗Home‘ section I elaborate on the ‗normative‘ gendered 
roles in India, and explore the dynamic and ambivalent state of the women that migrate. In 
Chapter 3 I elaborate on the political nature of JNU, using the stereotypical image of JNU as a 
‗den of vices‘ to examine the gendered norms and ‗appropriate‘ role for women; discussing the 
link between politics and gender roles as seen in India. In Chapter 4 I highlight the role of JNU 
as a transformative space, beginning with the initial shift to JNU, I then move on to ‗discovering 
the boundaries‘ and adjustments made by the women after moving to a space like JNU. This will 
include boundaries that they set for themselves, but also insights into the boundaries that existed 
at home or continue to exist despite their shift to the university. These themes will lead to a 
section in which I raise questions about the quintessential ‗JNU Look‘. In the last section of this 
chapter I bring forth the voice of groups within JNU trying to create a space for themselves; the 
LGBT community; the visually challenged students; members of BAPSA (Birsa – Ambedkar – 
Phule Students‘ Association), and raise questions regarding the ‗egalitarian‘ nature of the 
university space itself, questioning whether there are certain ‗norms‘ that are prescribed to in the 
university space as well. I will use the conclusion to step back and look at the data from a more 
abstract or analytical standpoint – drawing conclusions and raising questions about the 
transformative role of spaces like JNU in the lives of the students.   
 
 [Cover Picture: The picture was taken near the Social Sciences faculty building at Jawaharlal Nehru University. 
The mural in the background depicts the struggle for women’s liberation in India, with paintings of prominent 
women leaders like Savitribai Phule, a social reformer and poet working towards women rights in Maharashtra, 
and Sarojini Naidu, a political activist that went on to become the first female governor of an Indian state (Agra 
and Oudh). The mural has been made by members from AISA (All India Stidents’ Association) – a left-wing 
student political organization at JNU. The mural provides an example of the dominant political atmosphere in 
JNU which is seen (by many students, administration, as well as outsiders) as a space where notions of gendered 
equality are prevalent. In the foreground of the picture is a young female student of JNU, smoking – showcasing 
an example of the different gendered performances (women smoking) that young women are presented with at 
JNU. I chose this picture as it portrays a glimpse of the dominant spatial and gendered norms that young women 
are offered when they arrive at JNU, which often differ greatly from those norms that were prevalent in their home 
towns.] 
 [All photographs in this Thesis have been taken by the author]  
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2. The Setting  
My research focuses on the transformative role of the university space, focusing on its 
significance in the learning as well as unlearning of gendered norms, at the same time  
highlighting the pivotal role that the family ‗back home‘ plays in this process. In this chapter, I 
give a profile of the home setting that these young women grow up in, and move on to describe 
the university space where they shift to, since these play an important role in my research. I 
begin by analysing the home space, where I draw on the stories about the home environment (as 
described to me by my respondents), to elaborate on the influence that the family and wider 
kinship networks have on the gendered identities of these young women. In contrast, in the 
second section, I describe Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU) – focusing on the physical spaces 
in the university and the principles that govern and characterize these.  
 
2.1 Home  
The home setting establishes a gendered code of conduct for each individual, which further 
shapes their thoughts and practices. In this section I investigate how this code is established and 
the various factors that play a role in this process.  
At JNU, all my respondents were in very close contact with their families – getting calls, 
especially from their mothers, a few times every day. Some in fact complained about how many 
times their family members would call – to ask what they were doing or to check up on if they 
had eaten etc. However, the stories I heard about ‗home‘ often included aspects other than the 
immediate family as well. As I found through my conversations in the field, the extended family 
and neighbourhood seemed to play a big role in the lives of these young women back home. In 
some cases, like that of Twinkle (from Rajasthan, India), the extended family was more a cause 
of pressure than her immediate family (her parents and elder sister). Twinkle lived in a joint 
family, and wasn‘t allowed to wear sleeveless or short sleeved clothes, as members of the 
extended family would not be comfortable with her doing so. Yet her mother knew and was 
comfortable with the fact that Twinkle wore sleeveless clothes when she was in Delhi, and 
Twinkle believed her father too would not have a problem with this. In addition, she pointed out 
that while her parents might still be okay with her choosing who she marries, thereby not basing 
the decision on the caste, class or religious identity of the individual (and hence going against the 
custom of arranged marriages where the family decides who the individual will marry based on 
these identities), her extended family would almost certainly have a problem with this. ―I know 
that tomorrow if I come and say I want to marry a man who is not from our caste, the rest of the 
family and my cousin brothers would interfere.  My choice in marriage will be a big problem, 
unless he matches the ‗suitable standards‘ – the same caste, a good job etc.‖ remarked Twinkle.  
 
Elaborating further on the watchful eye of the neighbourhood, Shefali expressed that her 
brothers in fact encouraged her to move away from home for university. ―They warned me 
about what my life would be like if I stayed back, they knew that if I stayed back in Haldwani 
(Uttarakhand) I would be stuck at home and if by chance I was seen outside with friends 
(especially young men) then it would become the talk of the town. I would have no life over 
there!‖ It is therefore sometimes not the immediate family, but extended family, relatives or even 
the neighbourhood that put pressure and kept a check on how the women behave, or what the 
women wear, and in turn create gendered ‗norms‘ that must be followed. 
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The schooling of many of the young women I spoke to also played a large role in establishing a 
gendered code of conduct. A very large percentage of the women had attended a convent school 
in their home town. It is common practice for parents to send their daughters to a ‗convent 
school‘ – a school run by a nunnery – in order for them to get a good education, but also learn 
about ‗morals‘ and be disciplined into ‗good‘, ‗obedient‘ women. Most convents are all-girls 
schools and pay a lot of attention to the behaviour and ‗morals‘ of the young girls that graduate 
from these schools. Girls are often disciplined regarding how to sit ‗properly‘ - not to sit cross-
legged or with her legs apart; to eat ‗properly‘; and are taught to be obedient women who do not 
raise their voices or talk loudly. Every day after school, most of the young women expressed that 
they went straight home and rarely went out after school hours, except if it was for ‗tuition‘ i.e. 
extra classes held by independent organizations or individual teachers post school hours to help 
students further with their studies. ―I was never allowed to go out of the house post 8pm‖ was a 
remark that I heard very often during my fieldwork. The reason usually given by parents was that 
it was ‗unsafe‘, which often conceals the other factors involved. Though safety may definitely be 
a factor, very factors such as interactions with (unsuitable) men also contributed in preventing 
parents from letting their daughters out of the house at night or alone during the day. The notion 
of ‗safety‘ therefore plays a role in denying women access to public spaces. This view of safety, 
Phadke et al (2011) highlight, is articulated on the premise of exclusion. The fear present is not 
only related to the idea that women will be violated, but that they may form (consensual) 
relationships with ‗undesirable‘ men or women (ibid.).  
 
A woman‘s movement is controlled and monitored, keeping in mind distance, duration and 
purpose (Mandelbaum 1993:6). A woman out on the streets alone (away from her ‗proper place‘ 
at home) or out at night, without a ‗purpose‘ or without a ‗protecting‘ man, could potentially be 
seen as trying to ‗lure‘ men. One of my respondents, on the other hand, remarked that she could 
go out whenever she wanted, and in fact found it weird that other girls in her home town would 
always stay inside their homes. On further elaboration however, she mentioned that she would 
always go outside with her brothers. Marjauna (from Mangaldai, Assam) had two brothers and a 
few cousin brothers who she was close to, and who took her out with them. As the brothers are 
seen as ‗protectors‘ (Das 1976) Marjauna‘s movement was not ‗restricted‘, because she was 
protected by her brothers. The ritual of ‗Rakhi‘ as celebrated in a lot of Hindu Indian 
households, marks this very relationship of the brother and sister. By tying a thread on her 
brother‘s wrists, the sister prays for the wellbeing and long-life of her brother in return for his 
protective duties. This notion of ‗protection‘ however, plays out in almost all households, 
irrespective of religion. In spatial terms as well, these restrictions emphasise the notion that the 
‗outside‘ is reserved as a male-only space after a certain hour in the night, or is accessible for 
women only when accompanied by a male; reiterating the notion that the woman‘s ‗appropriate‘ 
place is in the domestic sphere (Chowdhry 2014). As Dube (1988) points out, the social system 
into which women get inculcated is itself therefore characterized by asymmetry (man as 
protector, woman as needing protection), which is further reproduced in such practices of 
socialization.  
 
At the core of this control, lies the desire to regulate female sexuality (Chowdhry 1998: 333; 
Chakravarti 1993). Drawing on the long history of hierarchical caste inequality in India, Dube 
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(1988), states that the ascribed nature of caste groups4 also implies that the onus of boundary 
maintenance invariably falls upon the woman, due to her role in reproduction. The woman in the 
family is seen as the ‗repository of family honour‘ (Das 1976: 15), and any misconduct on her 
part can lead to the shaming of the entire family; her movements and behaviour are therefore 
often strictly controlled and her interactions with men are largely restricted to kin (Dube 1988; 
Das 1976). In addition to her behaviour and movement, the clothes a woman wears also become 
an important instrument through which she must preserve her ‗purity‘, to remain ‗honourable‘. 
Which was also the case with Twinkle, as I mentioned, who never wore sleeveless clothes when 
she was back home. Megha (from Durgapur, West Bengal) pointed out that ―whenever I stepped 
out of the house in Durgapur, the clothes I wore would depend on which area of the city I was 
headed to, I wore a salwar kurta (a long shirt with loose pants) if I was going to the outskirts of 
the city where there are slums‖. This remark brings out two important notions that often govern 
the way large sections of the society view men and women: a) that men from a ‗lower class‘ living 
in slum areas are often seen as perpetrators of crimes, even if data were to prove otherwise 
(Phadke et al. 2011) and b) that the woman must be ‗properly‘ clothed in order to ‗prevent‘ 
anything from happening to them. The choice of the salwar kurta is also interesting as it is often 
loose-fitting, thereby further hiding the woman‘s body, as it is not body-hugging it does not 
reveal her curves/figure. In cases of rape or sexual harassment too, it is common that the clothes 
of the woman be evaluated – to find out if she had a ‗loose character‘ and therefore was ‗asking 
for it‘. The ‗appropriate‘ attire covers the woman‘s body – preventing her from ‗luring‘ any men. 
The dupatta (a long scarf meant to cover the upper half of the body) seen as an important part of 
the woman‘s attire (especially in most of Northern India), is used to hide the bosom and in some 
cases also to cover the head or face, especially when in the presence of a man. The women must 
therefore police their own bodies in order to ‗protect‘ their families ‗honour‘. This act of veiling 
however is so frequent and commonplace, that over time it comes almost reflexively for most 
women (Mandelbaum 1993). Such rules of female modesty are therefore seen as the ‗proper‘ and 
‗natural‘ way for a woman to behave.  
 
The social network of most of women I spoke to was also fairly limited. As Ritika pointed out 
―my main interactions back home were with girls in my school (she went to an all-girls convent 
school), or my cousins (who were mostly women) and then my father‘s friends and their children 
who would visit us at home‖. During such gatherings at home as well, the men and the women 
are often segregated (Chowdhry 2014). The women are seen in the kitchen or in one corner of 
the room, while the men are often seen near the bar or sitting around the table, drinking; 
interactions between the genders are limited. While the men are expected to have heated 
discussions on topics concerning  sports, politics or the news, the discussions of women on the 
other hand are seen as largely limited to the domestic sphere (children, family, clothing etc.), they 
are invariably seen as ‗incapable‘ of holding political opinions (ibid: 43). Although there may not 
be explicit ‗restrictions‘ on their interactions with men, most of the young women were 
discouraged from being ‗too friendly‘ with them.  
 
Most of the young women therefore had a friend‘s circle that consisted only of women (as they 
went to all-girls schools). For some who had attended a co-educational school, like Megha, they 
                                                          
4
 An individual is born into a particular caste group, and therefore imbibes a caste identity right from birth; 
invariably making it impossible to transcend this identity.  
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remarked almost in surprise that ―my parents were even okay when I had to act in a play with 
four other boys once!‖ showcasing that the ‗permission‘ of their parents played a very large role 
in how they interacted with their peers. Men on the other hand, usually did not face such strict 
restrictions on their movements. Shefali, for instance, has two brothers; while she isn‘t allowed 
to go out of the house often and needs to help out in household work, her brothers have no 
such restrictions. Being part of bands and other social groups, the social lives of her brothers‘ is 
often very busy, and starkly different to hers. In general public as well, men can often be seen 
moving freely in ‗public spheres – working, congregating with friends, hanging out at tea stalls, 
making journeys to markets, and the like‘ (Mines and Lamb 2010:77).  
 
The role of the mother provides an interesting conjectural point to analyse, as they seem to hold 
a special relationship with their daughters. In almost all cases, my respondents let me know that 
their mother was the one who knew everything about their lives at JNU, even the parts that they 
dare not tell their fathers. ―I think my mother is living vicariously through me, in a way she wants 
me to live like she never was able to. She knows the clothes I wear, people I meet, and all the 
little details about life here in JNU‖ remarked Twinkle. ―Our parents are in a way getting 
educated and learning new things through us now‖ she added. Recounting the first time her 
mother came and stayed with her on campus, Ritika recalled how at around 10:30 pm at night 
she picked up her bag and proceeded to move towards the door when her mother stopped her 
and asked where she was headed at this hour. Smiling, Ritika asked her mother to accompany 
her. ―So, at around 10:30 – 11:00pm at night, my mom and I headed out to roam around in the 
campus. Although we are used to staying awake till late at night back home, actually going out 
was a very new experience for my mother. I liked that the two of us got that experience here at 
JNU.‖ remarked Ritika. 
 
An interesting point to note is that it is often the elder women in the house (the mother, aunt, 
grandmother etc.) who actually play a key role in the enforcement of these regulations and 
gendered roles upon the women (Mandelbaum 1993). For instance, Shefali, (unlike her brothers) 
was usually ―stuck at home‖ when she was back in her hometown, and was not often allowed to 
go out of the house. She was expected to help her mother out in the daily chores at home. 
Helping out in the kitchen, making the beds for her brothers, as well as doing the general 
cleaning chores in the house, Shefali did not show any remorse for this role, though she did 
make it clear that she never liked doing any of these chores by herself. This practice, of making 
the daughter help out and ‗learn‘ household chores, in a way also reiterates the fact that work in 
the kitchen and daily household chores fall into the feminine sphere (Dube 1988: 17). The men 
on the other hand, are ‗expected‘ to be outside the domestic sphere. If Shefali‘s brothers were to 
stay at home and help out in household chores they would risk being called ‗feminine‘ 
(Chowdhry 2014: 43). Through the aspect of ‗helping out‘, the ‗naturalness‘ of the kind of work 
that is ‗appropriate‘ for women is conveyed to girls effectively, without them ‗necessarily 
generating a feeling of discrimination‘ (ibid). These practices also reiterate the separateness of the 
genders in terms of spaces, the public sphere as male and the domestic sphere as female; 
naturalizing the presence of males and absence of females from spheres outside the home 
(Chowdhry 2014: 41). The result is that women often remain severely restricted in their ability to 
access spaces at every level, and women that are seen in public are often compelled to have an 
‗acceptable reason‘ or a ‗manufactured purpose‘ for them to access it (Phadke et al. 2009; 2011). 
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For instance, the acceptable reasons could include picking up children from school, buying 
groceries or going to household stores etc. The difference between the work of a man and that 
of a woman is therefore imbibed by the children and becomes clearer as they approach puberty. 
These instances, where the mother wants her daughter to live a ‗liberated‘ life, while at the same 
time being the person that enforces gendered norms therefore also show that the mothers are 
often caught in a contradictory state: ‗preserving some gender norms intact while trying to 
promote emancipation of their daughters‘ (Morokvasic 2014:369).  
 
Controlling female sexuality; restricting interactions; and the idealization and ‗naturalization‘ of 
familial roles; all point towards the aim of marriage. As the young woman reaches puberty, her 
appearance, movements and interactions are particularly important as she reaches ‗marriageable 
age‘. Marjauna pointed out that her mother had now started caring more about Marjauna‘s looks 
and how she presented herself; insisting that Marjauna wear better clothes and heels as well as 
take care of her skin. For instance, the last time that Marjauna had gone home, her mother was 
upset because she had developed some pimples on her face, her mother then put a beauty-pack 
on her face, however as Marjauna informed me, she soon went and washed it off. She prefers 
wearing ‗boy-ish‘ clothes which her mother doesn‘t like. I assume that this new concern that 
Marjauna‘s mother had regarding her looks, also had a lot to do with the fact that as Marjauna 
was now close to a ‗marriagable age‘ (around 21-25 in most families); her looks were now a 
matter of concern in order to find a ‗match‘ for her. The custom of ‗arranged marriages‘ which is 
still largely prevalent in India, demands that the parents choose the ‗suitable‘ partner for their 
child. Marriage is seen not as a matter of individual relationships, rather as an alliance made 
between two families, usually from the same caste group. Several of my respondents expressed 
concern that they had pressure from their families to get married soon, whereas the women 
themselves were not prepared for it yet.  
 
As is seen through the role of parents, school, extended family as well as neighbourhood; ‗gender 
roles are conceived, enacted and learnt within a complex of relationships‘ (Dube 1988:11). Each 
relationship – family, school, wider kinship network – reinforces the gendered identity of these 
young women, laying an emphasis on their position within the confines of the home, as well as 
their gendered role as a passive ‗nurturer‘. Leela Dube highlights the process of socialisation of 
Hindu girls in a patrilineal Indian society, where an emphasis is placed on the ‗purity‘ and 
‗restraint in behaviour‘ of young women - being asked to speak softly, not be argumentative, not 
make eye contact with unknown men, sit with their legs together in a ‗lady-like‘ manner, and to 
avoid ‗masculine‘ demeanour in all respects (Dube 1988; Chowdhry 1998). The family is seen as 
the primary socializing agent for instilling these gendered norms. Pedraza stresses the need to 
draw a link between the individual and household by drawing on the study by Grasmuck & 
Pessar (1991)5 that use the household as the social unit of decision making. The households, they 
point out are ‗guided by normatively prescribed kinship and gender roles and by the hierarchy of 
power within the household‘ (Pedraza 1991:308). The household as a unit also therefore plays a 
significant part in my research; making it important to identify the role it continues to play 
(directly or indirectly) in the woman‘s life in the new space. Forming one of the main aspects of 
                                                          
5 Grasmuck, S., Pessar P. R (1991) Between Two Islands: Dominican International Migration Berkeley: University California 
Press (in press)  
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her life ‗back home‘, the family, extended family as well as the neighbourhood, provides these 
young women with a lens that shapes the way they views their lives.  
 
However, such an understanding of socialization is not to argue or look at the women as passive 
receivers determined purely by a particular ‗society‘ (Dube 1988; Stanley and Wise 2002): viewing 
the girl as an active agent draws one to recognize the strategic adaptations that the young women 
may use to adapt themselves to different situations. Critiquing the ‗socialization model‘ – which 
often tends to look at the subject as a sponge who just soak in all the information provided to 
them by agents such as the family and school, Stanley and Wise (2002) argue that it is necessary 
to address the great complexity involved in the coding of gender. They stress the need to de-link 
socialization from a simple causal approach, and to recognize the agency of the individual, 
acknowledging the reflexive and fluid nature of gendered attributes as they are lived out. They 
highlight that there is a normalized sense of power that is internalized which ensures that most 
people follow societal codes. Implying that the act of internalizing ‗appropriate‘ behaviour, or the 
difference in the work of a man and woman, is often naturalized to such an extent that it is not 
‗imposed‘ onto the child, rather seen as ‗natural‘ by the child. Therefore, while the performance 
of gender can be ‗performed upon‘ the individual (Visweswaran 1997), this is imbibed in such a 
manner that it is seen as reflexive and natural. As Shefali remarked ―I understands that my 
parents are bound by societal pressures, they have a ‗small-town mentality‘ ‖. When describing 
life back home, none of the women expressed any anger or regret regarding how they were 
treated. Even if there were practices that they found discriminatory (for instance having separate 
rules for the daughter and son regarding house chores or going out etc.), they always stated that 
they ‗understood‘ their parents‘ position; or pointed out that they could ‗push‘ their parents only 
to a limit as the ideals that their parents held were so deeply rooted; or that their family was 
bound by ‗society‘ to treat them so, avoiding shame for themselves and for their parents or 
extended family. Some even went to the extent of calling it ‗positive discrimination‘ or a 
‗protective environment‘ – expressing that it was done for their ―own good‖. In similar vein, 
Dube (1988) illustrates that the rituals and practices subscribed to, are often instilled with certain 
‗given-ness‘ and ‗appear as a part of the natural order of things‘ (ibid: 18). The control enforced 
in a ‗naturalized‘ manner has an element of everydayness – as it affects every aspect of her life – 
her personality, the way she interacts with others as well as whom she chooses to interact with. 
However, it is important to note that since this control is not directly or ‗strictly forced‘ onto the 
women, and as the sense of power is not an absolute category; it therefore also provides an 
avenue for deviation, and is subject to reinterpretation as contexts change.  
 
Pedraza (1991) highlights the challenges faced by researchers in finding a common ground 
between the ‗individuals as agents and the social structure as delimiting and enabling‘ (ibid: 308). 
In my research I try to find a balance between the two spaces that have an impact on the woman 
and the woman‘s agential capacity to determine how she views these settings that she is part of 
simultaneously. I use the concept of ‗Habitus‘ to better understand this dynamic relation. The 
Habitus as described by Bourdieu (1977) consists of ‗[s]ystems of durable, transposable 
dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as 
principles of the generation and structuring of practices and representations which can be 
objectively ‗regulated‘ and ‗regular‘ without in any way being the product of obedience to 
rules…‘ (ibid: 72). Habitus according to Bourdieu is a certain kind of disposition that is 
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inculcated through socialization and other teachings. It is seen as durable, in that it is passed on 
through practices and is similarly reflected in each member of the habitus who has similar 
dispositions and is hence interchangeable. It generates and structures practices which have 
certain regularity but do not follow from ‗rules‘, and instead are shaped by strategies. 
  
In essence, the habitus associates to the way in which the ‗culture‘ of a particular group gets 
embodied by an individual as these dispositions are learnt through particular social locations. The 
habitus also generates social class, and each class location has a class habitus with certain 
practices and possibilities of practices. The aspirations and practices inculcated are therefore 
always compatible with the objective environments.  For example, a housewife is socialized into 
remaining a housewife, her aspirations of becoming anything else are often either excluded or 
seen as ‗unthinkable‘. The family, often being the first social group that the child relates to, 
invariably forms the first site where the habitus develops – determining to a large extent the 
constitution of gendered identity. The development of the habitus is a continuous process, 
getting internalized over time. Forming part of the sub-conscious, it presents itself in the 
everyday activities like clothing, eating, talking etc. as predisposed knowledge, enabling 
individuals to handle varying situations in predictable ways. It is not ‗imposed‘ onto the 
individual; rather, as was the case with many of my respondents, the individual is complicit in 
this embodiment process. However, being a generative structure, the habitus is ‗constantly 
subject to experiences, and therefore, constantly affected by them in a way that either reinforces 
or modifies its structure‘ (Bourdieu 1977: 133).  
 
The gendered identity of an individual is therefore engrained as a social construction through 
socialising agents like the family and wider kinship network, reproducing the values and 
structures of the patriarchal society within which it is embedded. However, as the habitus is 
developed through, and embodied in practice, its ‗generative‘ nature also implies the possibility 
of transformation, induced through creativity. This also reinforces the potential for creativity as 
well as struggle in the reproduction of gendered identity – signifying the importance of viewing 
gender as a lived category. Highlighting this fluid nature of gender, my research will look at how 
these notion of gender that are inculcated in the home setting interact and transform when the 
young women shift to a completely different university setting – the space that I describe in the 
following section.  
 
2.2 The ‘Jawaharlal Nehru University campus as an island’?  
―I am quite convinced that in India today progress can be and should be measured by the 
progress of the women of India‖ - Jawaharlal Nehru (1949) (Norman 1965) 
 
Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU) was inaugurated on 14th November 1969. This date was 
chosen to commemorate the birth date of the public-figure after whom the university has been 
named; Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of Independent India (1947). An advocate of 
democratic values, Nehru was passionate about expanding the outreach of education for all 
sections of the Indian society, irrespective of caste, gender, class, or creed. He lay emphasis on 
unity within India, and promoted a secular approach towards the building of the then young 
nation. These principles – of democracy, secularism and concern for the marginalized sections of 
society - are also the basis upon which the aim and objectives of JNU were developed. As a 
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university space, JNU is rooted in secular principles, with an emphasis on ‗national integration, 
social justice‘ and ‗the democratic way of life‘6 (JNU Website). Higher education, has historically 
catered to the elite, English-speaking, upper-caste and upper-class sections of society, as an 
attempt to democratize and change this elitist nature of higher education, JNU provides an equal 
opportunity for individuals from all parts of the country, of any caste, class, gender, religion, or 
region to come and study.   
 
Established by the Central Government, under the purview of the Ministry of Human Resource 
Development, JNU has always ranked very high amongst the universities in India. For instance, 
in the year 2016, it was ranked as the third best university in India by the National Institutional 
Ranking Framework7. Offering an array of specialized programmes (approximately 118 courses) 
as part of around 14 Faculties (some further sub-divided up to 12 or even 15 departments), the 
university draws a very large number of students; as of 2013-14, 8061 students were enrolled in 
the different programmes. The university offers programmes that range from a Bachelor‘s degree 
right up to a PhD degree in programmes that range from Social Sciences to the Languages (like 
Spanish, German, Japanese etc.). In the year 2013, 72526 students applied to the various 
programmes offered by the university, of which 2881 were offered admission. Implying that of 
students who apply, very few actually get the opportunity to study in the university (a mere 
3.97% of those that apply). This fierce competition for admission is witnessed in a number of 
universities across India, as there is a scarcity of reputed Higher Education institutions in 
comparison to the large number of youth. However, in the case of JNU this competition is 
further intensified as it has a broader reach to all sections of the society, given its unique 
admission policy. Breaking the barriers of high fees, location of admission centres (80 across the 
country), as well as giving extra weightage for women and students from ‗backward‘ regions, the 
admission policy at JNU gives an equal opportunity to all.  
 
Students gain admission to JNU through an entrance exam conducted in around 80 different 
centres across India, while some programmes additionally require an interview. Following 
government reservation (preferential discrimination) policy, the university reserves a certain 
percentage of seats8 in each programme for students from sections of Indian society that have 
been historically deprived (such as Dalits). In addition to this, JNU has a special ‗deprivation 
points‘ system of its own. In this system, each district in the country is ranked on the basis of 
‗backwardness‘ – Quartile 1 being the ‗most deprived‘, Quartile 2 being less so, and so on. Any 
students hailing from Quartile 1 gains +5 marks in addition to the total marks they scored on the 
entrance exam, while those from a Quartile 2 district gain +3 marks. Additionally, Kashmiri 
migrants and widows or wards of Defence personnel also gain +5 deprivation points to their 
total. As per this system, a candidate can avail of a maximum of 10 deprivation points at a time. 
Furthermore, as a move to draw more women towards higher education, JNU allots +5 points 
for every woman candidate – making it one of the few campuses whose gender ratio is not 
extremely skewed towards men (JNU Annual Report 2013-14)9. Another special feature that sets 
                                                          
6 JNU Website: http://www.jnu.ac.in/AboutJNU/Introduction.asp  
7
 National Institute Ranking Framework 2016 http://www.jnu.ac.in/AboutJNU/NIRFRank3JNU.pdf  
8
 27% seats for Other Backward Classes, 15% of seats for Scheduled Caste, 7.5% of seats for Scheduled Tribe and 
3% for Physically Challenged Candidates.  Making it a total of 52.5% reserved seats. 
9 Male:4120 Female:3941 of the Total:8061 as per the JNU Annual Report 2013-14 (page 4) 
http://www.jnu.ac.in/AnnualReports/44AnnualReport_Eng_II.pdf  
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JNU apart from other universities in the country is the minimal college fees. The annual tuition 
fee, along with all additional charges, comes to about 370 Rupees (= about 5 Euros) (JNU 
Website – Fees), while the fee for stay at the hostel is around 2000 Rupees per month (= about 
25 Euros) (JNU Website – hostels), which can further be reduced/exempted depending on the 
students‘ parent‘s income. As this fee is extremely low, individuals from all classes of society 
have the opportunity to take admission into JNU.  
  
The university therefore recognizes the intersectional nature of discrimination – based not only 
on caste but gender and class as well – thereby drawing students from extremely diverse 
situations, hailing from all corners of India. In particular, those students coming from socially 
deprived sections of society. For instance, many of my respondents highlighted that they were 
able to come to JNU due to the fact that it had these special provisions. Shefali from Haldwani, 
in Uttarakhand, informed me that her father was an ex-Army veteran and had suffered from a 
heart attack a few year ago which severely affected his ability to get a job. These difficulties put 
her family in a financial crisis, and it was only recently that her father was able to start working 
again. The low fees, as well as the additional points for dependents of defence personnel made 
admission into a reputed university like JNU possible for Shefali. In similar measure, Aparajita 
coming from Begusarai, Bihar (one of the poorest states in India) was able to join JNU due to its 
minimal fees and because Begusarai comes under Quartile 2, giving her an additional +3 points 
to the +5 points as a woman candidate. Her father, she told me, was a clerk at a Civil Court in 
Begusarai district, while her mother was a housewife. One of four siblings, money was always an 
issue for Aparajita‘s family, as her father‘s income was around 7000 Rupees per month (= 
approximately 95 Euros). These instances, along with the many others that I heard during my 
fieldwork, reiterate the vast reach that the university has in terms of drawing in a diverse student 
populace.  
 
Proving to be a melting pot, JNU provides opportunities for students to meet and interact with 
individuals coming from backgrounds that are extremely different from their own. As these 
young women informed me, the atmosphere at JNU was something completely different from all 
other spaces that they had ever experienced. As Sakshi, from Gorakhpur in Uttar Pradesh (a 
district that comes under Quartile 1) put it ―JNU is what I imagine the ‗West‘ would be like, I‘ve 
never been to Europe but still. It is a very ‗liberal‘ space; you can say anything over here, and 
there are no limits, no one who stops you‖. The atmosphere at JNU as described to me by my 
respondents was ―free‖, ―safe‖, ―open‖, and ―a world of its own‖. ―JNU is like a different world; 
living in JNU makes you a different person‖ stated Lakshmi, who came to JNU from 
Kozhikode, Kerala. Intrigued by these descriptions of the space, and similar statements made by 
many other respondents, I set out to discover which aspects and features of JNU led to it being 
perceived as such a ―free‖ and ―open‖ space by the resident students. What features of JNU 
made it so starkly different from the settings that these young women were used to ‗back home‘? 
How is JNU spatially arranged and what makes the atmosphere so ‗free‘? What made some of 
my respondents view it as ‗a world of its own‘? 
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i. Spaces in JNU  
Nestled in the Aravali Range10, JNU spreads across 1000 acres in the city of New Delhi. Once a 
heavily forested area, the university space is still characterised by a relatively dense forest cover 
and vast rocky open spaces spread out across the campus. The campus is demarcated by a walled 
periphery, and is residential in nature, providing housing for the students that come from outside 
Delhi, the teachers as well as some administrative staff. 
 
My first few days at JNU were spent roaming around the large enclosed campus in order to get a 
better sense of the space. Although the main gate of the university was controlled by security 
guards, entry was never a problem. I found that the guards did not stop anyone on foot, or those 
coming in via public transport. People entering in their private vehicles were asked about their 
destination, which was noted along with the car number and then handed a token, which they 
had to return to the guards when they left the university space. I assume that this practice of 
questioning where the car was headed had more to do with issues of car parking than safety, as 
parking spaces were few inside the university and this token system helped the guards trace the 
owner of a car in case it was parked wrong. Inside the university as well, I found security guards 
stationed at different junctions. Although at first the presence of these guards made me 
apprehensive of roaming around the campus, as I worried that they may stop me from moving 
about in certain spaces (I obtained a letter stating that I was doing research in the university only 
later during my stay), I soon become comfortable walking around as the extremely porous nature 
of the campus invariably meant that people often went in and out unnoticed/unasked. The 
porous nature of the campus also hailed from the fact that there were many gates on different 
sides of the university campus where entry by foot was possible. Although the main gate, also 
called the ‗North Gate‘ (since it lies towards the North) remained the main entry for cars, other 
smaller gates were present on the East and West side as well (as marked in Figure 1). 
 
Walking in through the main gate led me to the main broad arterial road. The low-rise brick 
buildings, the open green cover, as well as the low density of cars on the road, almost made me 
forget that I was still in one corner of the extremely crowded, hustling city of New Delhi. The 
long road starting from the main gate flows into many tributaries along the way, and finally ends 
up at a T-junction. Of this T-junction, one road leads to the hostel quarters – the space that 
lights up at night when all the students are done with their classes and meetings, while the other 
road leads to the Administrative building and Faculty buildings, where all the classes and lectures 
are held.  Most of the Faculty buildings and the Administrative building are located very close to 
each other in a cluster, demarcated by an outer circular peripheral road – the ‗Ring Road‘ (see 
Figure 1) as it was always referred to by all the residents of JNU. 
 
                                                          
10
 The Aravali Range is one of the oldest mountain ranges in India, running across the Indian states of Gujarat, 
Rajasthan, Haryana and ending in Delhi.  
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FIGURE 1 - A representative map of the JNU campus – showing the main gate,  T-junction, the circular 
‘Ring Road’ with faculty buildings and the library within it, the hostels, PSR Rocks and a few of the 
dhabas. ©Udai Shipurkar 
 
Remnants of the dense forest can be seen all across the campus, with pathways made through 
the parts where the tree-cover is thick. A spot where the view of the forest and also of the city of 
New Delhi is particularly special is the ‗Parthasarathy Rocks‘ or PSR, as it is called by everyone in 
JNU(see Figure 1). PSR is a vast open rocky terrain, tucked into one corner of JNU. As it is 
situated at a slight climb, the view is spectacular, making it a very popular spot amongst the 
students to ‗hang out‘. PSR however, is one of the very few spaces where entry is monitored by a 
guard situated right outside, who checks for identity (ID cards) and registers the names of any 
‗guests‘ that come along with the student member. Another space where entry was monitored 
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similarly was the Library, where again the guards required an ID or permission letter to allow 
entry. Other than these two spaces, I was never restricted from entering any space in JNU, 
despite the large number of guards. The Library was open 24/7, making it another spot where 
students could be seen at any time during the day or night, whether sitting outside on the steps 
or going in and out with a large number of books in their hand.   
 
The university has one designated sports field, located to one side of the ‗Ring road‘, where 
students often played football, cricket, badminton etc. Although I did not visit this sports field 
too often, there were badminton and basketball courts near the hostels as well, which I passed by 
almost every day. There were also open grounds situated near the hostels which sometimes 
doubled-up as a cricket pitch or were used for street football. One day as I sat and watched a few 
young women play badminton in the court right opposite on of the hostels, I suddenly realized 
that I had never seen any women playing basketball in the court situated near the hostel. These 
‗gendered‘ notions of sports further became stark when one of my respondents asked if I would 
want to play badminton with her sometime, mockingly stating that it was the ‗girly‘ game to play. 
Although said in jest, this remark really drew my attention to this gendered notion of the sports; 
women play badminton while men play the ‗rough‘ sports like Basketball, Cricket and Football. 
Similar gendered notions also seemed to play a role in the vehicle of choice – I would only see 
women riding mopeds, while men were often on heavy and imposing motorbikes.   
 
The campus is always active and alive, but nevertheless maintains a very relaxed atmosphere. 
This relaxed feeling was induced by the free open spaces across the campus where anyone could 
sit and spend time - just being out in the open, not necessarily with any purpose. One could find 
people out and about at any time of the day or night. Such free public spaces where one could 
loiter or sit around are increasingly difficult to find in New Delhi, especially so for young women 
who are out alone - as any young woman seen outside her ‗proper space‘ (inside the home) 
without any ‗purpose‘ is often seen as digressing from ‗appropriate‘ conduct, and is seen as 
inviting or luring men (Phadke et al. 2011). While a large number of students and staff can always 
be seen rushing about from one point to another, even more can be found sitting around on the 
rocks, benches and open grounds interspersed all across the university, forming good meeting 
points and places where people hang out.  
    
It was these walks across JNU, as well as innumerable cups of coffee and chai (tea) at the eateries 
(dhabas) that helped me get familiar with the setting at JNU. The open-air dhabas that are spread 
across the university are one of the distinctive features of the physical space of JNU. A dhaba is 
an open air eatery/café, and at JNU these are amongst the most popular spots for social 
interaction amongst students, teachers, staff and even ‗outsiders‘. A small shack boasting of a 
wide variety of food at a low price, each dhaba at JNU tends to specialize in different kinds of 
food from different parts of India – a ‗North East dhaba’ serving momos (a steamed dumpling) 
and chowmein (noodles with vegetables), to a dhaba that serves Bihari food like litti (a dough-ball 
stuffed with ground pulses) and sattu (a mixture of ground pulses often dissolved in water along 
with spices to make a summer drink).  Sitting at one of these dhabas, I overheard a staff member 
remark to his colleague ―Come have tea with us, at least that way you will sit down with us and 
chat‖, showcasing succinctly how having ‘chai’(tea) is often used as an excuse for people to spend 
time together and interact. One could always find a group of students discussing class notes, or 
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Ganga dhaba. Students sitting 
on some of the benches near 
Ganga dhaba and enjoying a 
meal.   
 
politics or even the latest movies, while they sat and enjoyed a snack and some drinks. These 
dhabas, located near different hostels, the library, as well as the Faculty buildings, act as inviting 
spaces where all the students, teachers as well as administrative staff descend after a tiring day. 
These spots get most crowded during the evenings (6 pm onwards), whereas during the 
mornings one can usually find a few students or staff members come by to grab a quick snack 
between their classes or meetings. The dhaba played an important part in my ethnographic 
fieldwork as well, as it was often the spot where I would sit and spend hours with my 
respondents, getting to know them and experiencing the campus life, while having a cup of chai. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At JNU, English is the language used in classrooms (except of course in Language courses), 
however, outside class there are a large number of languages spoken. While English and Hindi 
remained the dominant languages, some groups were also formed based on a common language 
denominator. For instance, sometimes groups of students speaking Bengali or Malayalam would 
cluster together and have a chat. Throughout my time at the JNU campus, I was awed by the 
large number of languages that I heard being spoken around me – from Malayalam, Marathi, 
Bengali, Bhojpuri, Assamese to Tamil (I heard a smattering of a large number of Indian as well 
 
Students sitting around the 
rocks of Ganga dhaba.    
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as Foreign languages). This immense diversity in languages, as well as food options at the 
university, also betrayed the fact that it catered to a student populace that hailed from all corners 
of the country. This also made me wonder how JNU ‗worked‘. How was it that despite there 
being no ‗orientation programme‘ or any ‗initiation programme‘ conducted formally by the 
university, the students all seemed to go about their ways in very set manners and without 
bothering each other. Making me curious as to what were the ‗rules‘ of the space? What was the 
role of the guards that were stationed at so many junctions of the university space? Given the 
diverse student populace, how did the students view each other? These are some of the 
questions I try to answer in the following sections.  
 
ii. Sense of community: the said and unsaid rules of JNU  
―When I am coming back from somewhere outside JNU, if I see that there is someone else 
from JNU11 sitting in the bus or shared auto, I feel a sense of ease and feel less worried in 
case anything were to happen‖  - Lakshmi 
 
―Here I know people will stand up for me‖ - Ritika  
 
Describing the atmosphere at JNU and how students approached the university space, Ritika 
(from Dehradun, Uttarakhand) explained: ―suppose you see somebody doing something wrong, 
‗outside‘ [in the rest of Delhi] then people would just ignore it. Here I know everybody is going 
to stand with me, irrespective of whether I am a man or a woman. This space is like that. When 
we see someone doing something wrong, we don‘t beat people up; we sit and explain it to 
them.‖ For instance, describing an incident that occurred a few years ago, she told me of how 
once she and a group of friends saw a man peeing in public, on a wall inside the university 
campus. Seeing this, the students got hold of him and informed him that there were hostels and 
a number of faculty buildings all around where he could have gone to the toilet. They then made 
him sit, have tea, and had discussions with him till late into the night, explaining and discussing 
the matter at hand - of how urinating in public was an offence.  
  
The classroom discussions, as many of my respondents (especially in the social sciences) told me, 
also encouraged students to raise questions and tackle poignant issues. In addition to the 
discussions they had on a daily basis in their classrooms which often included current news or 
social issues like caste, class etc., discussions outside the classroom too, were known to be 
intense. Although such class discussions were not necessarily the same for all of my respondents 
(especially those from courses like Spanish, German etc. where class discussions were largely 
restricted to learning the language), important issues still crept into class discussions with regard 
to current news, and the atmosphere outside class made such discussions on social issues very 
relevant in day to day life on campus.  As my respondents informed me, there was no hierarchy 
between the teachers and students; the students could interact with their professors in a less 
formal manner than what is common in most other universities in India. Having the Professors 
living on campus has an added bonus that students and teachers could interact after class hours 
and meet over discussions at the dhabas, a common practice among the residents of JNU. ―Here 
                                                          
11 My respondent highlighted that she would recognize the fellow JNU-ite either by the JNU t-shirt; or them being 
friends of friends/acquaintances; or even merely the fact that she had seen the other person in JNU very often  
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it is expected of you to raise questions and have long discussions, something that is usually 
unheard of in the universities back home near Chennai. Students over there are expected to be 
‗obedient‘ and are not supposed to speak in class‖ remarked Manju. The encouragement to speak 
up and raise questions also seemed to be a factor that helped in the increased self-confidence 
which many of my respondents mentioned. As many of them remarked they had started 
speaking more and putting forth their own opinions, ever since coming to JNU. 
 
The political atmosphere at JNU has always been very active, with a large number of student-
level political organizations having a presence at the campus. Most of the student organizations 
on campus have largely been dominated by a left-wing ideology. The administration of JNU has 
students present in most organizations that deal with the functioning of the university; many of 
the decisions regarding any student-related grievances or changes in the university are also taking 
in consultation with student bodies – identifying students as rightful members in the decision-
making process. This broadly progressive narrative tends to seep into different aspects of JNU 
life. This was apparent also in the graffiti art that marked most of the walls at JNU. Many of the 
brick walls at JNU have graffiti or slogans painted across them, depicting the stance of the 
different political parties. An interesting point is that these murals which sometimes portray 
starkly differing political viewpoints can often be seen painted side by side on the same wall, with 
neatly demarcated outlines. No unnecessary overlaps or scratch marks can be seen on any art 
work or slogans, showcasing further the democratic and also self-regulatory nature of the 
university space. 
 
Remarks from my respondents, like Ritika who highlighted ―someone will stand up for you 
here‖, or Lakshmi who stated that she was less worried if she saw someone from JNU near her, 
point towards a certain camaraderie and a ‗sense of community‘ within JNU. As described by 
McMillan and Chavis (1986) a ―sense of community is a feeling that members have of belonging, 
a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith that members‘ 
needs will be met through their commitment to be together‖ (ibid: 9). Gusfield (1975) identified 
that this sense of community could be based on territorial factors. For instance, in this case the 
fact that all the students of JNU stayed together in the enclosed university campus, or ‗relational‘ 
factors referring to the quality and character of human relationships which may not necessarily 
be bound by territory. These factors are in no way mutually exclusive, as was the case in JNU, 
territorial as well as relational factors played a role in this ‗sense of community‘.  
 
The space that provided an interesting terrain to study this ‗community‘, in regard to this ‗self-
regulatory‘ and consensual nature, was the hostel space. Of the students that finally gain 
admission at JNU, some are day-scholars while others stay on campus in the hostels provided by 
the university. There are 17 hostels at JNU, most of which are named after rivers in India, like 
Godavari, Narmada, Tapti, Yamuna, Ganga etc. (which was ironic as some of the students I 
spoke to complained about the lack of water in their hostel). The wardens of each hostel 
represent the main administrative body that deal with students in the hostels, though as most of 
my respondents pointed out, the wardens were largely invisible in the day to day functioning. 
Student committees were formed in each hostel to look after daily functioning or complaints.  
There are ‗Women‘s Hostels‘ and ‗Men‘s Hostels‘, and one ‗Married couples Hostel‘ (usually for 
married students pursuing PhDs). Also, as some of my respondents remarked with an astonished 
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look ―JNU also has co-ed Hostels!‖ hostels where both young men and women live. I was 
initially surprised myself, to hear that such a hostel was ‗allowed‘ in an Indian university, given 
that keeping distance between young men and women is seen as holding utmost importance in 
the Indian society, as I described in the Home section – separating the genders spatially as well as 
in interactions was considered the ‗norm‘ (Das 1976; Dube 1988). Intrigued to find out more, 
further questioning led me to realize that ‗co-ed‘ hostels still had completely separate hostel 
wings for women and men; it was only that these hostels had a common entrance for the two 
separate wings, and a common dining hall. The hostels therefore remained ‗gendered spaces‘ 
(Spain 1993); women‘s hostels were separate from those of men‘s. The hostels therefore 
followed the social norm of separating the women and the men physically.  
 
One of the co-ed hostels at JNU – Tapti Hostel. The building on the left side is the ‘boys’ wing’ while the 
right side would lead to the ‘girls’ wing’. Straight inside the door is located the dining hall.  
However, on even further investigation, I found out that women were allowed to enter the men‘s 
hostels, whereas the other way round (men going to women‘s hostels) was strictly prohibited. As 
this practice (of being allowed in men‘s rooms) went against the ‗norms‘ that most of the young 
women I spoke to were used to back home, it was something that they spoke about with awe. ―It 
is like a westernized idea. In India you usually only have very conservative or conventional rules 
regarding the movement and interactions of students, but here we are allowed to go to men‘s 
rooms‖ remarked Manju. When I probed to find reasons why the men were not allowed entry, in 
some cases I was met with wide-eyed expressions of shock to my question and at the fact that I 
would think that was even a possibility. Although some women did think it was a ‗gendered‘ rule, 
each woman made it a point to state that they perhaps ‗understood‘ the limitations of the 
university and the university‘s decision to prohibit the entry of men – some highlighting that 
women may not be ‗appropriately‘ dressed out in the corridors as it was common to roam 
around in corridors in loose, short, ‗home‘ clothes, while others pointed out that some women 
might feel uncomfortable, or even fear men‘s behaviour if they would be allowed entry into their 
hostels – as for most young women, especially when they shift to JNU initially, the image of a 
young man as instilled by their family and wider kinship was as ‗the other‘ whom they must keep 
a distance from. As reconciliation they remarked that ―but they are allowed in the visiting rooms 
that exist at the entrance of each hostel‖. Each hostel, at its entry point had a small room with a 
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few chairs and a table, marked as a ‗visitor‘s room‘ – which I often found empty, except for a 
few times where a few men and women were sitting and talking. It was more common for 
students to just meet outside the hostels in the many open spots, or then in the men‘s hostels as 
all were allowed there.  
 
The hostels are multi-storied buildings with a large number of rooms and one large dining hall 
with tables and benches, where students gather to eat their meals. Having arranged a place for 
myself in one of the hostel rooms, I arrived at the entry door of Shipra Hostel, with my 
backpack full of bare essentials (and my ‗field notes‘ diary). At the door I was first hit by 
apprehension as I saw a guard sitting at the entry gate, busy noting something in her register. 
Each hostel had a desk right at the entrance where sat a guard (usually a lady guard in the case of 
a women‘s hostel). I was quick to call my soon-to-be hostel roommate and asked whether I 
would need to make an entry in the guard‘s register or if I would need to say something to the 
guard. In a very relaxed voice my hostel-mate responded saying ―No, no, don‘t worry about it, 
just walk in and come straight up to the first floor‖. Following the instructions I received, I made 
my way confidently into the hostel and found that no one bothered about seeing a ‗new‘ face in 
their hostel. Walking in, I found to my right a ‗visitors room‘ and going ahead right in front of 
the main door was the dining hall, empty at the time as I had reached around early afternoon. 
Making my way through broad corridors marked with rooms on each side, I climbed a set of 
stairs to finally reach my destination. The room had two beds, two study tables and cupboards, 
and a small attached balcony. My hostel mates informed me that it was common for students to 
have an extra person living in their room, as there were still many students who had not received 
a hostel or who live far away in Delhi and prefer spending the night at JNU than commuting 
back home. They therefore had all the necessarily bedding required for an extra guest. ―Given 
the JNU camaraderie and open atmosphere, we always welcome people‖ declared Niranjana with 
a broad grin.  
 
Speaking to my respondents about the hostel setting, they let me know that although drinking 
and smoking was actually not allowed on campus, it was common in the hostels. Birthday 
parties, ‗end of exam‘ parties, or just get-togethers were commonplace at hostels, where food 
arrived either packed from one of the dhabas or ordered in from outside campus, while alcohol 
was usually bought at a ‗theka’ (local alcohol shop) in a locality close-by, like Munirka or Vasant 
Kunj. It was usually the men that would arrange the alcohol, and if women accompanied them 
for this purchase they would wait at a distance from the theka. Almost all the women remarked 
that they felt extremely uncomfortable entering local shops that sell alcoholic drinks, as these 
were usually flooded with men. For the parties organised in the women‘s hostels, the women 
either ask their male friends to buy the alcohol for them, or were accompanied by their male 
friends to these thekas. The alcohol that was bought also seemed to be gendered to some extent, 
with women opting for beer or wine, while the men went for ‗hard liquor‘ such as rum or 
whiskey.  
 
If someone is caught drinking by the guards, there is a fine charged which the student is then 
required to pay. As one of the guards stationed at Tapti Hostel let me know, ―no drinking is 
allowed, we stop them even for smoking. But it isn‘t so common. Inside their rooms we can‘t 
really object, but outside in the hostel if we get any complaints we go.‖ As the guards are present 
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at the entry gates of the hostels, the happenings ‗inside‘ the hostels are therefore largely up to the 
students, it was mostly only after a ‗complaint‘ that the guards went to inquire ‗inside‘. This also 
implies that having good connections with your hostel mates can perhaps help you get away with 
parties and drinking inside the hostels, as I gathered from my conversations, it was not common 
for students to complain about other students drinking or having parties in the hostel. On 
occasions where the drinking or parties would become a nuisance for others, some senior 
members of the hostel would speak to the students and tell them to keep it low. Any ‗complaint‘ 
however, is met with stringent punishment or penalties, the student would be pulled up and 
asked to pay the fine. As the security guard at the entry of Koyna Hostel (Women‘s hostel) 
informed me ―there is no ‘rok tok’ (no moral policing; no one to stop you), a student is free to go 
anywhere at any time. My job includes writing down the complaints in this register, and to make 
sure that no men go inside the hostel. Even the male repair workers that come to fix some 
fittings or do other repair work, are always accompanied by one of us (female guards)‖.  
 
The ―freedom‖ that many of my respondents felt at JNU, also had to do with the fact that the 
hostels had no outright restrictions on timings or clothes; a student could walk in or out of the 
hostel whenever he or she pleased, with no questions asked. The students are also involved at 
many levels of the hostel administration - each hostel has a Hostel President and Mess- in-charge 
and a group of volunteers that look after the running of the hostel. Reetika and Ritika, both of 
whom are residents of Shipra Hostel, were in fact the first Mess-in-charge and Hostel President 
respectively (as this new hostel was inaugurated in 2011). They told me that hostel meetings are 
called now and then, where all the resident students can put forth their concerns or problems, 
which are then addressed by the Student committee in collaboration with the care-taker and 
Warden when necessary. Having lived in Godavari Hostel before this (one of the oldest hostels 
of JNU), Reetika pointed out that ―at Godavari it took us a few weeks, but soon we got a hang 
of the ‗system‘. Interactions between the Seniors and Juniors in the hostel would be very 
informative, the seniors would teach you the ‗unsaid rules‘ of the hostel – like how you fill the 
bucket with water in the bath for the next person going after you – and other small things like 
that‖, creating this ‗system‘ proved a challenge for them during their first few months at Shipra 
Hostel, as the hostel was largely occupied by new students. ―Students here would initially run to 
the care-taker or warden for every small problem, they didn‘t have the ‗community‘ 
understanding – you first go to your neighbour or friend in the hostel who might actually know a 
solution to your problem. Over time now we have this ‗system‘ in place, it took time, but it 
works now‖ informed Reetika. This ‗system‘ therefore seemed to stem from this ‗sense of 
community‘ that many of my respondents indicated; be it in the encouragement to speak up, in 
the ‗freedom‘ to choose what you wear, where you go, when you go, or in the ‗unsaid‘ rules of 
the hostels. As Ritika put it, ―The environment at JNU is different; it is decided by the students, 
for the students‖. These patterns of self-regulation and the sense of community were brought-
out further during discussions on ‗safety‘ that I elaborate on in the next section.   
 
iii. Safety: Inside v/s Outside JNU 
―Jitna Dilli mein darr hai, utna JNU mein darr nahin hai‖ – Lady guard at Koyna Hostel  
(―As scared as I feel when I am in Delhi, I feel that safe when I come into JNU‖) 
 
As mentioned before, almost every person I spoke to during my fieldwork referred to JNU as an 
island. These responses often made me wonder how it is that JNU in fact managed to be ‗safe‘- 
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especially given its location in New Delhi (a place increasingly being tagged as one of the most 
unsafe cities for women) and given that there were no restrictions on entry/exit from the 
University; anyone is free to enter the university space. 
 
Many of my respondents informed me that they felt safe roaming around in JNU during the 
nights, something they said they would never dare do in any other part of Delhi, as it was 
extremely unsafe. Lakshmi pointed out that she often works till very late at night in her 
Department building, and does not ever think twice about who else might be at the building until 
that time. ―It could be anyone sitting next to me, it doesn‘t matter‖ added Lakshmi. Her walk 
back to the hostel, late at night, was also something she had never really given any thought to, as 
she always felt safe within JNU. Venturing out at night myself, to observe and experience the 
campus life at night, I found a large number of students out and about till the late hours of the 
night. The fact that there were a number of women passing by, gave me a sense of support, as I 
myself, despite having lived in New Delhi before had never really ventured out alone late at 
night. This experience at JNU was not only completely new for my respondents, but was ‗new‘ 
for me to be out alone and roam around at night somewhere in New Delhi. Although I did 
notice that it was mainly the broad arterial roads that were the busiest with students, while the 
peripheral roads and the pathways through thick tree-cover were mostly deserted. I witnessed 
some women jogging along the roads, while many sat around on the rocks talking and discussing 
different topics. Most of the dhabas closed at around 11:30pm (despite the fact that the dhaba 
closest to most of the hostels was named ‗24/7‘), and it was around this time that most of the 
crowds headed back to their rooms. As mentioned before, the reading rooms of the library 
remained open through the night, and so hustle and bustle of students could be seen around the 
library and the steps in front of it, even post 11:30pm.  
 
Earlier the dhabas at JNU used to be open the whole night, with students stopping by at various 
times of the day. This however changed a few years ago, as many complaints were received by 
the administration regarding the presence of ‗outsiders‘ (especially men) at the dhabas, especially 
24/7 (one of the most popular dhabas). These ‗outsiders‘ as everyone I spoke to told me, used to 
come in big cars from which they would have loud music blaring and which they would park 
right next to the dhaba and then sit around and drink in public. The men living ‗inside‘ the 
campus on the other hand, as Aparajita described it ―say sorry profusely, even if they just bump 
into you by mistake‖. As Megha (from Durgapur, West Bengal) remarked, ―I feel safe in JNU, 
but ‗outside‘ in Delhi there is a certain sense of vulnerability that creeps in. I can‘t go out of the 
campus alone – I constantly have to ask myself whether I should go out into Delhi or not‖. This 
binary, ‗inside‘ JNU versus ‗outside‘ JNU, that was created, was present in almost all 
conversations and played a key role in my respondents‘ notions of safety. This created binary 
(through the usage of words like ‗inside‘ v/s ‗outside‘) also correspondents to what Low (2014) 
referred to as discursive practices and language, that lead to different characterizations of spaces. 
When probed further, women did point out that there were certain spaces within JNU where 
they would perhaps not go if they were alone, especially at night. These spaces usually had to do 
with factors such as low/dim lighting in the area (for instance, the dirt paths that went through 
jungle areas or the area beyond the Ring Road, as well as some sections of the Ring Road). 
Almost all mentioned the ‗Parthasarathy Rocks‘ or PSR rocks, the hilly patch where students 
often like hanging out, as many of my respondents pointed out, they would often find men who 
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were drinking around that area and hence avoided going there alone. The restricted entry at PSR 
rocks was due to an incident that occurred a few years ago. As some of my respondents told me, 
a few years ago a man had rolled down the rocks after having a few drinks. Although he was not 
injured, this alerted the administration, which then took action and restricted entry to this space, 
and increased security around it. In addition, some of my respondents found the sports field and 
the area near it as ‗not safe‘, due to stories of men drinking. After speaking to a lot of young 
women, it almost seemed that ‗unknown men drinking‘ was an internalized signal for women to 
stay away from those locations, even if they themselves had never experienced any harassment in 
those locations. One of my respondents mentioned that one night while she was walking along 
the Ring Road a car pulled up next to her and passed some snide comments, which has deterred 
her from going to that area at night. Similarly, as Disha (from Bhagalpur, Bihar) pointed out, ―it 
isn‘t like the men do not pass comments on women, when they are amongst themselves they 
pass comments on the women, they judge the situation and say things accordingly‖, implying 
that men would perhaps gauge the women walking by, gauging whether the women would in fact 
report them or ignore them and walk by. These instances also reiterate the fact that certain 
characterizations of space are internalized from the home setting – such male-gatherings and 
‗masculinisation of spaces‘ sharpen the ideas of masculinity like (male) group solidarity, drinking, 
fighting, using aggressive and sometimes abusive language (Chowdhry 2014: 41). Women are 
therefore at a much more vulnerable position in these spaces; their mere presence invites 
attention. Such spaces often go unchallenged and unacknowledged in wider society (Chowdhry 
2014), however inside JNU; with the number of women going out at night (albeit some avoid 
these spaces) their large presence also poses a constant challenge to such spaces, in an attempt to 
reclaim them in some sorts.  
 
Being such a porous campus, I was intrigued by how JNU managed to retain the image of a ‗safe‘ 
space, despite the fact that when probed many of my respondents revealed spaces inside JNU 
where they felt uncomfortable. During discussions, I got varied explanations from different 
respondents regarding the reasons they thought made JNU ‗safe‘. The presence of a large 
number of guards at many junctions of the campus was one such reason. For instance, in 
addition to guards, as an extreme case, Megha felt that JNU required a whole Police station 
inside it, and felt that ―just questioning the people coming in with their cars is not enough; 
everyone should be asked their purpose for coming in‖.  However for some, when I probed and 
asked about the abundance of guards on the campus, they pointed out that they had in fact never 
really thought about the guards till I had mentioned them. This for instance was the case with 
Ana, who is doing her MPhil in Sociology.  
 
Another reason given to me for the safety in JNU was the presence of the Gender Sensitization 
Committee Against Sexual Harassment (GSCASH). The GSCASH was formed in 1999 under 
the guidelines laid down by the Supreme Court of India on the prevention and deterrence of 
sexual harassment at the workplace (Siwach 2016). It consists of a committee of 23 members 
(that change yearly), who include representatives from the student body, teachers, administrative 
staff, as well as prominent scholars from outside the university, at least half of which are women. 
Almost every respondent I spoke to, mentioned the GSCASH when we spoke about ‗safety‘. 
The GSCASH has been known to be a very active body where any resident of the university can 
lodge a complaint; either directly to a GSCASH member, or in written, or through an online 
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complaint through the GSCASH website. After receiving a complaint, the body forms an 
enquiry committee of 3-5 members who then deliberate the matter and follow-up consistently. 
Depending on the case, after deliberation, if the defendant is found guilty the person is either 
given a penalty or in extreme cases, rusticated from the university.  Though most of my 
respondents did not know the exact details or actual workings of the GSCASH, they knew that 
this acted like a deterrent in the campus; students knew that receiving a notice from the 
GSCASH would imply serious consequences. JNU is in fact among the top universities with the 
most recorded cases of sexual harassment (Express News Service 2015) – a factor which many 
of my respondents remarked was due to the greater capacity for students to speak out and the 
presence of an active Gender Sensitization Committee against Sexual Harassment (GSCASH). 
―Unlike ‗outside‘ in Delhi, here in JNU the difference is that individuals (irrespective of their 
gender) can speak out and report the harassment that they face, and know that their matter will 
be looked into fairly‖ stated Ritika. AS GSCASH was used part of the list of things that made 
JNU safer, it was an interesting irony that the large number of sexual harassment cases in fact 
made most of the students feel safer. 
 
Lastly, some of my respondents mentioned that the atmosphere and student ‗community‘ at JNU 
was the reason for them to feel safe. As mentioned before, the fact that students spoke up made 
many believe that others would stand up for them if anything were to happen. As the lady guard 
at Koyna Hostel (women‘s hostel) pointed out ―It is definitely much safer here, the minute I step 
out of the JNU gate I feel scared. Other than the fact that security guards are all around, the 
students themselves speak up. I‘m a woman too, I leave this campus at around 10pm, but I know 
that within the university campus the students will help me if anything happens, despite the fact 
that I am not a student here and I am only working as a lady guard over here‖. As for Ritika, she 
remarked that in addition to the GSCASH, it was the ‗equal nature‘ of the space (pointing to the 
lack of explicit gendered restriction on clothing, interactions etc.) gets ingrained into each 
student, in turn making it a ‗safe‘ environment where students respect each other. Similarly, 
Twinkle pointed out that the students in the university know ‗how to behave‘ which creates a 
‗decorum‘ which is maintained in JNU. ―Our security is our responsibility; this is not how it 
works ‗outside‘ in the rest of the society. We actively work towards creating this space – but the 
‗outsiders‘ that come here take it for granted that nothing can happen to them over here.  We 
know the decorum of the space; we know that there is no need for us to create a scene. But 
people from outside feel free, they feel like they are kings over here. People from ‗outside‘ don‘t 
get it. We have normal ‗human‘ rules - don‘t disturb the other person, it is simple!‖ added Ritika.  
 
The perception of JNU as a ‗safe‘, ‗free‘ and ‗open‘ space also made a difference in how young 
women behaved in, or approached the space; women could be seen moving about the campus 
till late at night, and had an air of confidence when speaking, walking, as well as interacting. 
Their perception of ‗outside Delhi‘ as ‗extremely unsafe‘ implied that none of them would dare 
go outside the gates at night, and would be extremely cautious every time they did go ‗outside‘. 
This corresponds with the concept of ‗spatializing culture‘ as put forth by Low (2014), where the 
social production, social construction, embodiment, as well as language used to characterize the 
spaces as ‗safe‘ or ‗unsafe‘, determine how the individuals interact and use the spaces. Analysing 
the conversations I had with students regarding their ‗safety‘ also brought out the fact that 
students themselves were often caught between wanting an ‗open‘ and porous campus versus 
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their socializing spots (like the dhabas and PSR rocks) being shut down or restricted because of 
this porous nature of the campus. In a sense, they seemed to want a selective openness. As the 
students themselves have come into JNU from very different worlds ‗outside‘, I found it 
intriguing that over time at the campus they drew a binary that suddenly separated them from 
the ‗outside‘ world. And given the porous nature of JNU, there were very few markers (if at all) 
that would make it easy to identify who was from ‗inside‘ JNU and who was an ‗outsider‘.  Often 
I myself felt a little odd during these conversations, since I too was an ‗outsider‘ so to speak.  
 
The ‗sense of community‘ that I mentioned earlier, therefore played a large role in the perception 
of safety that many of my respondents displayed. The strong ‗us‘ feeling came through in a lot of 
my conversations, portraying this feeling of membership. Speaking to the Senior Warden of one 
of the Women‘s hostels (Shipra), Dr. Papori Bora (an Assistant Professor at the Centre for 
Women‘s Studies at JNU), I received insights into how the university in fact saw its students, and 
the atmosphere in the campus. Dr. Bora highlighted that there were in fact very few restrictions 
placed on students at the university. The university space, she elaborated, was conceived with an 
‗adult‘ research population in mind. The university therefore, treats the students as ‗adults‘, 
giving them the freedom to make decisions for themselves. ―A lot of freedom has been given to 
self-regulate, we [the wardens and professors] are present like facilitators and managers in case of 
any crisis‖ Dr. Bora pointed out. The process of ‗learning‘ and ‗adjusting‘ to this new community 
was therefore an on-going process, and the extent to which it gets ‗ingrained‘ or changes the way 
a student behaves however, remains a question which I deal with in the chapter on ‗The Shift‘ - 
where I analyse the transformations that shifting to such a space have brought about in the 
young women I spoke to. 
 
Conclusion 
The two spaces of the university and the Home have starkly different characteristics that they are 
governed by. The ‗home‘ space from which the young women come, provides them with a lens 
through which they view their world, and instils certain ideals and ‗proper‘ ways of being within 
them.  The separate and exclusive male (public) sphere and the female (domestic) sphere, is 
imbibed as ‗natural‘ and reiterates the unequal status of the genders. This unequal claim to public 
spaces also implies that women are often seen as ‗illegitimate users‘ of the public space 
(Chowdhry 2014). This however, is challenged at JNU, where women are free to roam around, 
to go wherever, whenever they please. The deep rooted and strong sense of community that has 
been built and maintained over the years; the ‗free‘ and ‗open‘ atmosphere; the perceived notion 
of safety; along with a distinctive milieu and diverse student population; have all contributed to 
the uniqueness of Jawaharlal Nehru University as a space. It therefore provides a space for 
dialogue and debate and a new ‗community‘ for the students to explore and build connections 
with during their time there.  
As the women are part of these two worlds simultaneously, the different characteristics of both 
the spaces are bound to have an impact on her experiences – which in turn manifests itself 
through gendered practices embodied in each individual. The ‗habitus‘ developed over time at 
the young woman‘s home environment further develops as she shifts to the university and grows 
as well as changes along with her, over time.  
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3. The Protest  
In the chapter I analyse JNU‘s role as a politically active space, highlighting the function of JNU 
Students‘ Union and elaborating on the political atmosphere in the campus. Scrutinizing the 
political participation of women at JNU, I examine how women‘s status and participation is 
viewed by these student organizations. I draw on the repercussions of a cultural event called 
‗Country without a Post Office‘ that took place in JNU on 9th February to showcase how the 
views regarding women‘s participation in JNU often contrasts drastically with those held by a 
large section of the Indian society.  
What are the dominant political organizations at JNU? How do these social organizations define 
and view gender? How are women that are active in politics viewed at JNU? Is ‗doing politics‘ is 
seen as more of a male thing than a women‘s, and was this also the case at JNU? These are some 
of the questions I deal with in this chapter. As I look at the role of women in politics at JNU, it 
also helps me analyse how JNU is looked upon as an ‗anomaly‘ by large sections of the Indian 
subcontinent.  
 
3.1 The political hotbed – JNU    
Students highlighted that the atmosphere in JNU was most active and charged up when it was 
―election time‖. Student elections are held every September, to vote for a Students‘ Union. The 
JNU Students‘ Union (JNUSU) is an elected student-body whose mandate is to mediate matters 
between the students and the administration. It is thus an institutionalized body that consists of a 
President, Vice-President, General Secretary and Joint Secretary. The university has a large 
number of student-level political organizations that compete via elections for seats on this 
Student Union. All posts could be won by a single political organization or they could also be 
held by members of different organizations that win these according to the number of votes they 
get. Every student of JNU has the right to vote in these student elections, to choose their 
President, Vice-President and so on, in a way this election also mimics the larger National Indian 
political electoral system.   
 
―I was so confused by the various abbreviations of all the political organization that I saw 
when I came to JNU, there is SFI (Student Federation of India), AISA (All India Student 
Association), AISF (All India Students Federation), DSF (Democratic Students Front) 
ABVP (Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad) to name only a few. I didn‘t know any of them 
before JNU!‖ – Sakshi (a student from Gorakhpur, Uttar Pradesh) 
 
Most of these organizations are officially affiliated to larger mainstream National political parties. 
For instance, the political organization AISA (All India Student Association) adheres to a left-wing 
ideology and is officially affiliated to the Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist), while 
NSUI (National Students‘ Union of India) is the official student-wing organization for the Indian 
National Congress party, which is broadly Centrist, ABVP (Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad) is 
similarly affiliated to the right-wing Hindu Nationalist Party - Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). 
These political organizations are comprised of volunteers, most of whom subscribe to the 
dominant ideology of the group. The university therefore houses members that stick to the Left, 
Right, as well as Centre of the political spectrum. However, student politics at JNU has, since its 
inception, always been dominated by a vast range of left-wing political organizations (AISA, 
AISF, DSF, SFI – all ranging in degrees from Left to Ultra-left-wing), that have held posts at the 
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Student Union. The number of students that affiliated with the right-wing organization ABVP 
has always been extremely low.  
 
Many believe that this strong hold of the left-wing ideology on the JNU campus had to do with 
the fact that a majority of its student populace hails from marginalized sections of the Indian 
society. These students, my respondents believe, were most drawn by the ideology of the left as 
it advocates for the upliftment of the downtrodden and the equal rights for all marginalized 
sections in India. The role of the teaching faculty at JNU also has a role to play in the 
dissemination of a broadly left progressive dialogue in the university. Many of the Professors at 
JNU (especially in the Social Sciences), were ex-students of the university - many of whom were 
actively involved in left-wing student politics themselves. As prominent academicians now, many 
of them have also written about, and critically analysed issues of social justice like caste 
discrimination, class identities, women‘s rights, educational policies, to name a few. The 
professors have also always therefore promoted a certain sense of political zeal into the 
atmosphere in JNU as they usually hold discussions and debates on relevant social issues in their 
classrooms, which are greatly influenced by their own political outlook. Active participation and 
becoming a prominent leader at the student-level, also acted for many as a catapult to propel 
them to National level politics as well. For instance, Sitaram Yechury, the current political head 
of the Communist Party of India (Marxist) is an ex-JNU student. As the Left-ideology lays an 
emphasis on grassroots and working on the ground, student politics plays a large role in this 
aspect. The student-wing of AISA for instance, has always actively mobilized students to stand 
up for their rights for affordable and quality higher education. Members of AISA and other left-
wing organizations stood up against the JNU administration during the 1990s to oppose a 
proposed fee hike, and through their agitation managed to retain the low fees at JNU that still 
holds.  
The Leftist ideology also makes its presence felt 
spatially; many walls at JNU can be seen painted 
with the pictures of Marx, Lenin, Bhagat Singh (a 
Freedom Fighter during the Indian struggle for 
independence from the British Raj) and the likes, 
along with political slogans portraying their ideology 
and demands. The walls of JNU are alive with 
graffiti, posters, pamphlets, slogans etc. all 
showcasing further the political nature of the 
university. Some of the striking, colourful murals 
showcase demands for the equal rights for women, 
some against the privatization of educational 
institutions, and some showcasing their support for 
labour movements, peasant movements across 
India. As I walked through the many winding lanes 
of JNU, I stumbled upon a range of artwork that 
really stood out to me, especially with regard to my 
research. 
  
An example of the graffiti at JNU. This graffiti 
is by SFI (The Student Federation of India) 
and depicts women leaders from different 
struggle movements across India, showcasing 
a unity of struggle for women’s liberation. 
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Also stuck all along the walls were many pamphlets and detailed posters that kept me in touch 
with the current happenings not just at the university, but also struggles that were on ‗outside‘. 
These are sometimes used as a means to draw attention to matters outside JNU, for instance, in 
solidarity with workers movement in India, or the struggles of the farmers that are in debt across 
the country. These long, text heavy, detailed pamphlets and posters are seen across the campus 
walls containing the views of different political parties or notifications from the JNUSU. ―We 
perhaps learn more outside the classroom than we do inside‖ remarked Manju as she spoke 
about the atmosphere in JNU; where she has met people from different places and with different 
ideals all living in one space, exposing her to new debates, discussions and a new political 
atmosphere. As Anna pointed out, students often cannot help but be politically ‗aware‘ when 
they stay at JNU.  
 
―JNU is a space where students are kept aware of the political and social issues. You see 
pamphlets all over the university and even if you try to ignore them they appear everywhere, 
if you‘re sitting alone at a dhaba then you can‘t save yourself from some of the members of 
political parties coming and telling you what all is going on‖ – Shivani (a student from 
Dehradun, Uttarakhand)  
 
The nights at JNU come alive with talks, discussions, debates etc. going on at different places – 
most of these are organized by one or more political parties. Open public talks occur at around 
9pm on most nights (a time perhaps most suited to students as classes and dinner would be 
over), in different meeting rooms of hostels, where prominent scholars, politicians, media 
persons etc. come to speak on current issues. On one of my nights at JNU, I sat at Godavari 
dhaba talking to one of my respondents (Marjauna) about her experiences at the university, when 
I suddenly heard loud chants somewhere in the distance. As I got a little restless trying to discern 
the chants, Marjauna on the other hand, did not seem fazed by the sounds at all. A few minutes 
later, I saw a large group of students in a procession walking towards the dhaba that we were at, 
chanting slogans and holding posters - in solidarity with a Dalit PhD student who had recently 
committed suicide at the University of Hyderabad (Vadlamani 2016). Such protests were 
commonplace at JNU, Marjauna smiled when she saw my interest in this group that went by us. 
She remarked that when she had come first to JNU these protests had really intrigued her, and 
she was always keen on joining them. The protests, she felt, provided a very empowering 
atmosphere as you could walk the streets at night with a large group of people, most of whom 
you may not know, all gathered there for a cause. 
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Another example of the murals and posters stuck around the campus walls. The mural on the right is of 
‘Che’, a Marxist revolutionary who played a prominent role in the Cuban Revolution.  
Protests, organized by the various political organizations at the campus were a common sight at 
JNU. While they often raised issues related to educational policies or problems faced by student 
members, since these organizations were affiliated to larger national parties, some of the issues 
they raised were often also of national or international concern. This however, had the negative 
impact that some students felt these social organizations and in-turn sometimes the JNUSU as 
well, was disconnected from what was happening in the university. ―They care more about what 
is happening outside sometimes‖, ―they don‘t stop to see their own campus‖ were some of the 
remarks made by some apolitical respondents of mine. The issues that were raised by these 
organizations varied greatly. For instance, JNU (in particular the left-wing social organizations) 
has been known as the only university that speaks out against the Armed Forces (Special Powers) 
Act (AFSPA), an Act which grants the Indian Armed Forces special powers in certain conflict 
ridden states in India, like Kashmir, and regions in the North East of India. The protests 
organized by left-wing organizations at JNU have spoken out against the human rights violations 
that have been recorded in these states and demand the removal of the Act. In similar view, JNU 
is the only university across India that has held debates and discussions on the extremely 
sensitive issue of ‗Kashmir‘ – the Northern-most state of India, a large section of which borders 
the neighbouring country Pakistan. The state has been under territorial conflict ever since the 
partition of India and Pakistan in 1947, with a United Nations-monitored line of control between 
them. Some of the radical left-wing organizations call for the ‗right to self-determination‘ for the 
population of Kashmir; to have the right to choose their own fate. The presence of a large 
number of Kashmiri students (that get extra weightage in the deprivation points system), is seen 
to be an additional reason for intense discussions and debates on the topic.  
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While these instances of discussion and debate have all led to JNU often been seen as 
‗progressive‘ and ‗liberal‘ in general public, JNU has also received heavy criticism from right-
wing organizations as they have never seen eye to eye on most issues, like Kashmir (which they 
maintain is an integral part of India) or AFSPA (seen as a necessary Act).  JNU was seen by these 
groups as a hub of ‗far-Left radical‘ communists that were always plotting to overthrow the 
government of India. It is in that light that it is remarkable that in recent years ABVP (the right-
wing student organization) has gained some support in JNU. This is evident in the fact that this 
year (2015-16) a representative from ABVP garnered enough votes to become the Joint Secretary 
of the JNUSU; the first time an ABVP member has won a seat in 14years. As there had always 
been a large number of left-wing organizations competing in elections, the overall Student Union 
had always been painted by a Left leaning ideology. The ABVP, on the other hand, is the only 
right-wing student organization at JNU, making this win even more noteworthy. This win, 
however, is indicative of the growing support for the right-wing not only within JNU, but also in 
the larger Indian society. The national elections held in May 2014, saw the coming of the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) a right-wing national party come to power after a gap of ten years. 
Many believed that the growing visibility and presence of members from the ABVP in JNU also 
had to do with the fact that it now had the backing of this larger right-wing government as well. 
The ABVP has also been trying to build its presence on the JNU campus, and claim their space, 
by holding events where they call prominent leaders affiliated to the right-wing to come and 
speak at events or festivals, which has seen immense opposition from the left-wing 
organizations. The newly appointed Vice-Chancellor (in the month of January 2016) was also 
observed with apprehension from the left-wing organizations, as many Left as well as liberal 
forces within India felt that the right-wing government in power was trying to bring about a 
change in the governance of universities in the country. For instance, large-scale protests were 
held in 2015 when the chairman of a Film and Television Institute of India (FTII - a premier 
Film Institute in Pune, Maharashtra) was appointed by the ruling government – one which the 
students of the university did not deem fit for their Institute as he did not hold the required 
merit (Banerjee 2015).  
 
While there have been ideological clashes between the left-wing and right-wing organizations, the 
‗sense of community‘ and camaraderie that I mentioned in the earlier chapter, seemed to still lay 
the foundation for how students viewed their counterparts. Keeping their respective political 
ideologies at bay, the politically active students often interact with each other on a daily basis in 
classrooms, hostels, dining rooms etc. Many of my respondents had pointed out this fact to me, 
Twinkle (a member of the left-wing organization – the Students‘ Federation of India) highlighted 
that although people had heated discussions on many political issues, they still knew that the 
people they are arguing with right now are the ones that they perhaps share their rooms with, or 
are friends in class with, or in fact the ones that will come to their rescue when they are feeling 
unwell/low. The dhabas played an important role in this aspect as well; acting as melting pots 
where students would descends for tea, snacks and a discussion on politics. Although these 
discussions could get heated at times, they never became violent or vindictive.  
 
While most student volunteers adhere to the ideology of the respective organization that they 
were part of, some joined the groups out of peer-pressure or to gain a larger social network at 
the university; as these organizations also form a strong network where students meet and 
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interact with different individuals. The political organizations also organized cultural events, 
discussions, debates, as well as parties that continued to be significant sources for building 
connections and meeting like-minded individuals. These social connections also create the social 
infrastructure for the actual working of the political organizations, as they were all volunteer- 
based and therefore heavily dependent on the mobilization of the student populace at the 
campus. As some of my respondents pointed out, they sometimes felt like the members of the 
political organizations were constantly trying to get other students to join their particular 
organization. ―In the beginning people from different political parties used to come to my room, 
and since I was always interested in discussing some of the issues, I would always start a 
discussion with them. However, slowly I realized that they all just try to manipulate you into 
joining their political party, or try to get you on their side. I don‘t want to affiliate myself with 
any organization so I rarely involve myself in those discussions now‖ remarked Marjauna. 
Despite being known as a hotbed for student politics and having a number of political 
organizations, most students at JNU were in fact not politically inclined at all. Almost all my 
respondents pointed out that they were either not interested in politics, or chose to stay away 
from ‗those people‘ (that were politically active).  
 
3.2 Women in politics 
Of the students that were politically active, it was common to see as many women as men take 
part in any of the events organized. The rallies, talks, political debates, or discussions that 
occurred at night in the campus were attended by all. This was true especially in the case of the 
left-wing organizations, since they vociferously advocate for the emancipation of women in 
India, and stand up for women‘s struggle for equal rights. The organizations have also always 
shown their support to Women‘s movements within India, like the women‘s wing of the 
Communist Party of India (Marxist) - All India Democratic Women‘s Association (AIDWA). 
Women have always been active members of the left-wing political organizations – as volunteers 
but also as those in positions of power. In the past, women have been extremely popular 
Presidents of JNUSU. The current (2015-16) Vice-President of the JNUSU too is a woman. It 
was common, and ‗normal‘ within JNU to see women actively take part in politics. Therefore, 
JNU also contrasted starkly with the home setting as in the ‗home setting‘ women were often 
seen as ‗incapable‘ of holding political opinions (Chowdhry 2014), whereas in JNU women were 
seen not only holding strong political opinions but also leading political organizations.  
 
The debates and discussions held by these left-wing political organizations were always extremely 
gender sensitive; addressing issues from a gendered perspective. ―The nature of politics at the 
campus perhaps played a key role towards gender equality as well‖ pointed out Ritika (a member 
of AISA). She highlighted, ―If we go out and shout slogans for equality and then come back to a 
hostel where at 8pm we have to all be forced inside, it can‘t work like that. We practice what we 
preach, which also gives us the strength to go out there every time. We can go out and shout 
slogans or run rallies because we know that our campus is ‗special‘.‖ The women that are 
politically active, therefore also portray a different idea of how a women ‗should‘/‘can‘ be – an 
opinionated, loud, strong-headed woman. In addition to these political organizations, the 
GSCASH, an apolitical organization in the campus, also added to the view of women as unafraid 
to voice their opinions and holding positions of power. 
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In order to showcase how JNU is perceived by the larger Indian society, and in particular how 
the ‗women from JNU‘ have been perceived, I now draw upon an event, named ‗Country 
without a post office‘ which took place on 9th February in JNU. In the next section I delve into 
this event which led to a clash between leftist and right-wing groups, and which was soon blown 
out of proportion to become national news. The coverage and discussions that followed in the 
media and general public, help me bring forth exactly why JNU stands out as an anomaly in the 
larger Indian context.   
 
3.3 The ‘anti-national’ university 
On the 9th of February, at around 6pm, as I walked from the hostel towards the 24/7 dhaba, I 
noticed a group of students standing on the road leading to this dhaba, facing the other side. 
Intrigued, I went ahead to see what was happening. Across this road, at the Sabarmati dhaba, a 
large group of people stood in a circle, holding placards and raising slogans. I noticed one of my 
respondents standing amidst this group and went up to ask what was going on. She let me know 
that this ‗cultural event‘ was being held to mark the 3rd anniversary of the hanging of Afzal Guru 
- a Kashmiri convict involved in the attack on the Indian Parliament, at New Delhi in 2013. This 
event, called ‗The Country without a Post Office‘ 12 was held to oppose the capital punishment 
given to Afzal Guru and Maqbool Bhatt, and was in solidarity with the ‗democratic right of the 
Kashmiri people to self-determination‘. As I mentioned before, this event was another instance, 
when (radical) left-wing students spoke out against social issues like ‗capital punishment‘ and the 
‗right to self-determination‘. The group of about 80 - 100 people, stood in a circle holding 
posters, some sitting on the ground, some raising slogans. I then realized that the group standing 
on the road that I had seen earlier, were members from ABVP (Akhil Bharatiya Vidhyarthi 
Parishad), a right-wing party, and had positioned themselves across the road from the dhaba to 
condemn and protest against the nature of this event, as they did not see eye to eye with the 
views of the left-wing students. This event, as I later found out, was organized by students 
formerly part of the Democratic Students Union (DSU) – a radical left-wing party. Having been 
in JNU for a little more than a month, I, like the rest of the people going about in the campus, 
thought this was ‗just another‘ protest and would end soon enough, and so, after staying there 
for a little while, I retired back to my room in the hostel.  
 
The next day, as I woke and went out, some of my respondents met me and asked if I had heard 
what happened. They let me know that there had been a clash between the two groups – the one 
on the road and the one at Sabarmati dhaba. However by late night they claimed the issue had 
been resolved. Not paying too much attention to this, I went about the day meeting different 
respondents and talking to them about my research. A few days later however, on the 13th of 
February, as I made my way to JNU from the nearby neighbourhood of Vasant Kunj (where I 
had a small room for myself, in addition to the hostel room), I saw the road leading up to JNU 
packed with media vans and police vans. I was stopped at the gate and asked why I had to go 
into JNU. After trying hard to explain that I was doing research there, I phoned one of my 
respondents and made her speak to the guards - following which they finally let me in. News had 
broken out that alleged ‗seditious‘ slogans had been raised at the event that took place 4 days 
                                                          
12 The name of a poem by the Kashmiri poet Agha Shahid Ali. The poem showcases the turmoil ridden state of 
Kashmir where due to political disorder no mail was delivered for several months, and where most houses were 
empty and barren because families had fled to other parts of the country. 
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earlier, and in connection with this, the President of the JNUSU had been arrested on charges of 
‗sedition‘ on the night of 12th February. A charge of sedition is imposed on ―whoever, by words, 
either spoken or written, or by signs, or by visible representation, or otherwise, brings or 
attempts to bring into hatred or contempt, or excites or attempts to excite disaffection towards 
the Government established by law‖ (Indian Penal Code 1860) and is punishable from three 
years in jail, up to life imprisonment. In this case, the charges were put since it was alleged that 
slogans (like ‗bharat ke tukde honge‘ – India will break into pieces) were raised that spoke of the 
liberation of Kashmir, and thereby sever its relationship with India.  
 
Students were enraged by this arrest, and questions were raised as to why the President was 
arrested when he had no role to play in the organization of the event. Charges of sedition were 
put on the organizers of the event as well as some other student members. Student 
representatives spoke out, stating that the alleged ‗seditious‘ slogans were raised by ‗outsiders‘ 
and that no student of JNU was involved in the raising of these slogans. The issue escalated 
further due to misreporting by media channels, sensationalizing the issue at hand. The main 
arguments behind this event – the extremely sensitive issues of capital punishment and Kashmir 
– were dealt with very crassly by the some media channels like Zee TV (believed by many to 
have close connections with right-wing organizations): announcing that every student in JNU 
wanted India to ‗breakup into pieces‘ (one of the alleged slogans raised at the event).  
 
The ‗JNU row‘ – as it was often called in media channels – became national headline news for 
weeks to come. Some called JNU the ‗anti-national‘ university, and all students from JNU were 
branded as ‗anti-national‘, as the left-wing students were seen as wanting India to ‗break up into 
pieces‘, and was ‗disrespecting‘ the Armed Forces whenever they spoke about Kashmir, or 
against the AFSPA Act. Members of the Baharatiya Janata Party (BJP) stated that no statements 
against the country would be tolerated. Handles like ‗#ShutdownJNU‘ started trending on social 
media as the debates increased and more people heard about the news. The issue had by this 
time escalated, and the debates and discussions had become much more than just about the 
specifics of the event on 9th February. They were now at a whole new level, including topics like 
‗Nationalism‘, ‗Freedom of Speech‘, and the ‗Right to Dissent‘. By this time two other students 
were also taken into custody under charges of sedition. I would hear discussions about topics of 
nationalism or free-speech in almost every conversation, happening almost everywhere in JNU. 
Many believed that this incident was an orchestrated intervention by the right-wing forces to 
stifle the dissenting voice of the Left, and was believed to be backed by the newly appointed 
Vice-Chancellor who allegedly had ties with the ruling National party. 
 
It was around this time that what Nash (1976) wrote in her article regarding fieldwork in a 
conflicted zone truly became clear to me – by being in the field, I had become not a mere 
spectator, but a co-participant; no longer as ‗neutral‘ as I perhaps wanted to be (ibid: 254). For 
me, support for the President of JNUSU and the other students that were arrested seemed self-
evident. Conversation with one of my respondents made me realize this was of course not 
necessarily the case. Upon meeting Megha I casually asked if she had been to any of the protests, 
when she responded with a ―yes‖, I proceeded to ask her how she felt seeing Shehla (the Vice-
President of the JNUSU) at the protests. To which she let me know that she was in fact part of 
the protest that was organized by the right-wing ABVP, protesting against the raising of ‗anti-
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national‘ slogans in the campus. I found myself taken by surprise as I fumbled a bit to gather my 
thoughts, and then went on to talk to her about her views on the subject. This instance made me 
realize my own stance; I recognized that I had assumed that all the students I spoke to were in 
support of the rallies organized by the spectrum of left-winged parties. Megha, like most 
members of the ABVP, believed that the students should not be allowed to organize such events 
that are ‗against the nation‘. 
 
The issue soon became one of the agendas of all political parties. The following weeks at JNU 
were full of turmoil, entry into the university was highly restricted and the security was beefed 
up, as many people spoke out against the students and the university. For days after the arrest of 
the JNUSU President, members of various right-wing organizations from across Delhi were 
often present at the main gate of JNU, holding the national flag and raising slogans against JNU 
students, calling them ‗anti-national‘. As voices were raised against JNU, a large number of 
people also stood up in solidarity with the university, defending its right to dissent and free 
speech. Scholars from around 400 universities all around the world raised their voices in 
solidarity with JNU (Press Trust of India 2016). As matters became tense, the issue got further 
politicized as political parties that opposed the National right-wing party (BJP) lent support to 
the students from JNU – therefore also increasingly polarizing the debate – the Left versus the 
Right.  
 
While this incident began as a ‗usual‘ event held at JNU, the arrests, protests and debates that 
followed led to the issue becoming national concern. It also led to exaggerated discussions not 
only on the politics in JNU, but also on the characteristics of ‗students from JNU‘ as well.  It was 
an incident that exaggerated the traits of JNU, and brought them to the fore, making them more 
observable and as starkly different compared to any other space. Gender emerged as a crucial 
dimension of these discussions, the gendered norms and roles deemed ‗proper‘ seemed to 
become to the yardstick along which the behaviour of students at JNU were measured.  
 
In the on-going discussions, the characteristics of students from JNU were further exaggerated 
by a Member of Legislative Assembly from Rajasthan and part of the Bharatiya Janata Party who 
stated that: ―More than 10,000 butts of cigarettes are found daily in the JNU campus. 50,000 big 
and small pieces of bones are left by those eating non-vegetarian food. They gorge on meat... 
these anti-nationals. 2,000 wrappers of chips are found, as also 3,000 used condoms — the 
misdeeds they commit with our sisters and daughters there. Besides this, 2,000 liquor bottles as 
also over 3,000 beer cans and bottles are daily detected in the campus… They indulge in peace 
protests in the mornings and during the nights, they perform obscene dance‖ (Press Trust of 
India 2016; Kidwai 2016). This hyperbolic portrayal of students from JNU shows a clear set of 
‗wrong‘ things that the students do, in turn also drawing attention to the fact that the ‗freedom‘ 
that the students at JNU enjoy leads to a state which is perhaps the antithesis of the ‗proper 
Indian society‘. Referring to the women at JNU as ‗our sisters and daughters‘ brings back the 
rhetoric of ‗honour‘; the ‗honour‘ of the nation is compromised as the women are subject to 
‗misdeeds‘. The notion of ‗sisters‘ and ‗daughters‘ also denies the identity of the women as 
women, making them first a ‗daughter‘ or ‗sister‘, denying them any individual agency. The long 
list of things that are ‗obscene‘ – eating non-vegetarian food, using condoms (implying they have 
consensual sexual relationships in the university space), drinking alcohol and dancing – were seen 
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as reasons why the students from JNU should be rightfully reprimanded, for deviating from the 
norms of the Indian society. While these ‗obscene‘ things are seen as normal and are widely 
accepted within JNU, ‗outside‘ JNU news that these activities are undertaken by students became 
a matter of grave concern.  
 
These remarks further fuelled debates and made more students question what it was that made 
ALL of them ‗anti national‘ and in turn making them question what was the ‗proper‘ or ‗correct‘ 
way to behave/activities to carry out. Women that were politically active were seen as loud, 
opinionated, passionate about a cause and ready to start a debate, this contrasted starkly with 
how a woman was ‗supposed‘ to act, especially in front of men, and particularly not in public 
spaces like the university grounds or political protests. This view also betrays the view of larger 
‗society‘ - bringing out the fact that the freedom that women often have at JNU was often seen 
as a threat to ‗Indian society‘. To add to this, their active role in politics and therefore being 
opinionated and strong-headed is seen as a negative for future marriage prospects. A ‗good‘ wife 
would not have arguments with her husband about her opinions, and obey his demands. As one 
of my respondents told me in a passing remark – she had heard that in Matrimonial Ads that are 
put out in the Newspapers (by parents to find a match for their son/daughter) some families 
clearly stated that they did not want girls who were from JNU, reinforcing this view of ‗JNU 
women‘ as a different variety of women. For men on the other hand, being opinionated and 
strong-headed is not necessarily seen in bad light, and his prospects for marriage did not depend 
as much on his personal characteristics. JNU was therefore seen as a breeding ground for 
women to turn into ‗radical‘ beings that questioned their situation and voiced their opinions. As 
Lakshmi (a sympathizer of the Birsa-Ambedkar-Phule Students Association party) pointed out, 
her mother often remarks that she became more opinionated and ‗fights more‘ ever since she 
joined JNU. The university was seen as a ‗pit of immorality‘ when viewed by members from 
‗outside‘ JNU (mainly Hindu nationalists), however, for most students within the university, JNU 
proved to be a space where they felt ‗free‘. How one viewed or spoke about JNU was therefore 
largely dependent on the position of each individual; whether you were ‗inside‘ or ‗outside‘ JNU 
determined how you saw the space.  
 
In true ‗JNU-fashion‘, the way the left-wing as well as most apolitical students of the university 
reacted to all these comments and discussions regarding JNU being a ‗den of vices‘ and a 
breeding ground for women turning into ‗radical‘ beings, was through peaceful protests, open-air 
lecture series, and critiquing the law of sedition which they saw as archaic. Protests were held by 
the students in JNU, often led by the Vice-President of JNUSU (a woman), raising their voices 
not only against the maligning of their university‘s name, but also against the newly appointed 
Vice-Chancellor (who came into power only a few weeks before this incident and was believed 
to be a BJP associate) as he had allowed the police to enter the campus. The entry of the police 
into the campus was seen by many as going against the notion of university campuses being a 
sanctum for debate and discussion and the idea that any issues at the university level should first 
be dealt with by the administration of the university itself. At this time, the administrative 
building and the steps before it became known as the ‗Freedom square‘. The steps leading up to 
the administrative office became the demarcated space for any protest that was held during this 
time, as the students were protesting against the way the administration had dealt with the whole 
February 9 event. The space around the building including the walls, road, trees etc. were all 
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‗decorated‘ with posters, cartoon sketches, slogans, letters (from fellow students as well as a large 
number of scholars from the international academic community) in solidarity with the students 
of JNU who had been arrested under charges of sedition. 
 
A discussion being conducted at ‘Freedom Square’, in the centre is the Vice-President of the JNUSU. 
Discussions and debates held here were attended by hundreds of students and supporters, all gathered 
around.  
Every afternoon, beginning at around 2pm, the 
steps were flooded with students, supporters, 
media personnel, teachers etc. Songs were sung, 
slogans raised and public talks were held to bring 
about further discussion on topics surrounding the 
arrests – these discussions and open air lectures 
conducted by prominent scholars were dominated 
by issues such as ‗nationalism‘, ‗free speech‘ and 
the current political scenario in India. The 
solidarity of members from the JNU Teachers 
Association was very apparent. On one of the first 
few days of these open air lectures, there was a 
threat that some miscreants had plans to disrupt 
the lecture and cause harm. In response to this, professors from different departments at JNU 
formed a human chain around the students that were present at this event. This view, of the 
teachers literally protecting their students made the ‗supportive‘ atmosphere at JNU all the more 
apparent and clear to me.   
 
As the movement garnered support and speed with the help of social media platforms like 
Facebook and Twitter, a Delhi-wide protest was called on 18th February, where students and 
supporters marched from Mandi House to the Parliament Street to stand in solidarity with JNU. 
I joined this protest, along with the students of JNU. As I walked the streets along with 
thousands of other supporters, the gravity of the matter dawned on me. The banners and 
discussions at the protest displayed, that the people who joined the protest were not just 
marching for the release of the students that had been jailed, but also to ‗save JNU‘. The 
common slogans raised became ‗We are JNU‘. ‗JNU‘ became much more than just the university 
An example of the many letters and posters that 
were put up during the protest for the release of 
the JNU students.  
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where this incident occurred – it represented the democratic space (a utopia almost) where 
people had the freedom to speak and say whatever they wanted, a kind of space which many of 
the protesters believed was increasingly disappearing in India. JNU represented a space where 
critical thinking was encouraged; debate and discussion were the ideal way to handle any 
situation. For the women especially, JNU provided to be a space where they could experiment 
and try their hand not only at politics also with the gendered ‗norms‘ that they had inculcated 
during their time at home.   
 
The supporters of JNU included a variety of different groups, many women‘s groups, LGBTQ 
groups, journalists, prominent scholars, etc. all showing their solidarity in support of the 
democratic nature of JNU. Almost all the women that I had known thus far and who had earlier 
made it clear that they were not politically inclined and had no interest in going to protests, were 
at one time or another present at these discussions or protests at ‗Freedom Square‘, showing 
solidarity with the movement. The overall participation of women in the protests at JNU, and 
also the protest held outside the campus, made apparent the comfort the women felt at JNU - 
which they then brought to the streets every time they stepped out with their fellow students. 
Hanging out till very late at night, in whatever clothes they chose – in salwar kurtas, sarees, shorts, 
tank tops etc., which was the ‗normal‘ thing they did while at JNU, only this time it got extended 
out to the streets of Delhi. The daily lectures and talks that occurred at the ‗Freedom Square‘ 
also included debates around women issues and showed solidarity with different women, like 
Irom Shormila and Soni Sori13 that have been working towards human rights for years, 
particularly towards womens‘ and adivasi rights respectively. Many leaders and members from 
different LGBTQ groups, and Women‘s Organizations (for example: All India Democratic 
Women‘s Association (AIDWA)), highlighting that JNU students had always stood up for 
gender rights, and so it was now their turn to stand up for the students.  
 
Many scholars raised the point that JNU was being targeted as it supported the views of the 
‗other‘; the deprived and discriminated. It always spoke up for the adivasis (tribal groups), for the 
Dalits, and for the rights of women. At one of the later rallies, some ex-ABVP students - who 
had in wake of increased differences on many issues - for instance their views on the portrayal of 
women in the Manusmriti, an ancient legal text of Hinduism14) distanced themselves from ABVP 
- spoke up saying that although they may not agree with the views of their ‗political rivals‘ (the 
left-wing students) they did believe in the rights of their opponents to free speech. This event 
acted as a trigger, to what they claimed was a long-drawn difference of opinion from the right-
wing, as a symbolic gesture they even went on to burn a few pages of the Manusmriti, showcasing 
that they denounced the ideology that it stood for. 
  
The President of the JNU Students‘ Union was released from jail on 2nd March, on an interim 
bail of 6th months, and the other two students were also released on bail on 18th March. 
Although by this time life on campus had gone back to ‗normal‘ for most students, those 
                                                          
13 Irom Sharmila is a civil rights activist from Manipur, India. She is known as the ‗Iron Lady of Manipur‘ as she 
undertook a 500 week hunger strike in order to protest against the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act.  
Soni Sori is a political leader from Chhattisgarh, India. She has actively worked towards the human rights of the 
Tribal (adivasi) community.  
14 The text states that it is the nature of women to seduce men, and the identity of a woman is always seen as that 
attached to a male. This scripture also uphold the caste-system, which relegates the Dalits as ‗untouchables‘ 
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involved in the political affairs of this matter were still extremely tense as the matter was not 
closed (and as of May 2016 is still not ‗resolved‘). The repercussions of the event on 9th February 
could be felt on the campus till my last days at the university, entry was still restricted, and not as 
many students were seen roaming around as before – I assume students went back to their 
hostels/library in the evenings to study as they had missed out on study time due to these 
protests and other events in connection to the protests. 
 
Although the image of JNU (especially during this turbulent time post 9th February) was that of a 
university which had a large number of politically active students, in reality, most of my 
respondents did not affiliate themselves with any political activities. For many of my respondents 
these protests that took place after 9th February marked the first time that they had actively 
involved themselves in attending protests or discussions. They pointed out that they chose to 
involve themselves in these protests as they felt there was a threat to their university – and in 
turn to their way of being and freedom in the university. As Shefali pointed out ―people were 
questioning our university, and our space, they were saying things about shutting it down, which 
is why we all were active part of the protests. I really like the freedom we have in JNU, I love my 
life here‖. A large number of the students therefore, wanted to protect the space that they had 
for themselves in JNU. This idea of the space – as one that gives students their ‗freedom‘ - in a 
way reiterated the fact that the students in JNU feel ‗free‘ and think of it as a largely democratic 
space where they are free to speak up, as well as act ‗freely‘. While I had heard this said very 
often, this incident of 9th February gave me another example and made clear to me the ideals of 
JNU as a space and the political aspects of it.  
 
After the release (on bail) of the arrested students, most of my respondents indicated that they 
were now not as interested in this matter, as things had gotten ―too political‖. ―Now we‘ve got 
back to classes and all, it‘s only these political students that are involved and are fighting amongst 
themselves now‖ added Shefali. ―I don‘t want to get involved in the politics‖ – I found it funny 
however that attending the protests and taking part in discussions, bringing forth their ideas of 
what was ‗right‘ or ‗wrongly‘ done during this incident, did not seem to be a ‗political‘ discussion 
or mean that they had any ‗political‘ stance – almost as if ‗politics‘ was always as a ‗bad‘ thing that 
these women should not involve themselves in. Most of the women I spoke to pointed out that 
they were ‗warned‘ about the politics at JNU before they came. Megha and Shefali, both stated 
that their parents had told them not to get too involved in the politics at JNU (implying the 
‗radical‘ left-wing) at the university, and to keep their distance from all things ‗political‘. This also 
resonates with the fact that the home environment of each woman has a bearing on how these 
young women approach the new space. As the characteristics of women in politics contrasted 
starkly with what it was to be a ‗good‘ woman/daughter (as described in the Home section 2.2) it 
played a big role in why many of my respondents stayed away from politics. They did not want 
to cause shame or disappointment to their parents by getting into such activities that were 
deemed unfit for women. Shefali remarked that although it was inspiring to see people like the 
current JNUSU Vice-President, and seeing the fact that ―they believed in something so strongly‖, 
she herself would not like to get involved in political activities/organizations.  
 
There were also, on the other hand, those that had the support from their family or friends to 
take part in politics. As Twinkle (an active member of SFI) pointed out, the women that were 
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active in politics had somewhere along the way got the support from family and friends in order 
to do so. The number of women that were part of politics at JNU also came from the fact that 
there were so many women students (almost equal to the number of male students) in JNU, ―so 
the proportion automatically comes out‖ Twinkle remarked. Although she did have differences 
in political opinion with her extended family – Twinkle‘s parents were by her side and did not 
mind her participation in student politics. As she pointed out, she was the first leftist in her 
whole family, and this was something that most of her family could not understand or fathom. 
The activism, she highlighted, could sometimes also impact studies or submissions (As was the 
case with many students who had MPhil paper submissions during the time of these protests in 
March). The background and family dynamics of a student therefore greatly mattered; whether 
they faced any pressures from their families also determined if they would be able to cope with 
the pressure of activism along with studies. Thinking out loud, Twinkle mentioned that she 
recognized it was easy for her to get involved in the politics at JNU given her position as an 
upper-caste Hindu for whom it was perhaps comparatively easier to speak up. She wondered 
whether her life would have been the same if she was not from an upper-caste Hindu family, 
thereby also highlighting the significance each individual‘s background and class/caste identities    
play in the ability to delve into new practices (like politics) at JNU. When I asked her if she 
thought she may have influenced other young women to join politics she remarked ―Perhaps we 
do. Maybe the politically active women do affect other students… many students get to know 
me because of my role as a member. Some of them do come up and say that ‗it feels nice that 
you‘re doing this and I want to be like you etc.‘ I often don‘t know what to say to them, but yes 
sometimes we probably do influence some‖. 
 
Therefore, although JNU allows for women to redefine their roles and try their hand a politics, 
most of the young women are cautious of becoming part of, or involving themselves in political 
activities, which would invariably mean deviating from the ‗ideal‘ or ‗normative‘ notions of 
gendered identities. The women are at all times conscious of their decisions, weighing the 
impacts of their involvement in political activities while keeping in mind their family and the 
roles that they inculcated during their time at home.   
 
Conclusion 
The narrative at the university has been one based around a largely ‗liberal‘ and progressive 
dialogue – with the support of students as well as teachers. Although the image of JNU has been 
one of a very politically active community and my expectations were to find a large number of 
students that were politically active, I, on the contrary found that most students were actually not 
so – although most of them were politically ‗aware‘. The Graffiti on the walls, the posters pasted 
all over, late night open talks held in different hostels, as well as the constant notices/updates 
posted by various political groups in the campus all feed into the political nature of the campus, 
amidst this, even students that may not be political ‗active‘ do necessarily become politically 
‗aware‘ of current discussions or issues. The active participation of women was evident at JNU, 
although as some of my respondents pointed out, the background of these women played a key 
role in how they perceived ‗politics‘.  
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    4. The Shift  
In this chapter I delve deeper into the period of transition. I highlight the role of JNU as a 
transformative space, beginning with the initial move of the young women to JNU; exploring 
why they chose JNU, their perception of Delhi and JNU, as well as their initial days at the 
university. Further, I go on to examine the daily adjustments and negotiations of these women 
while in JNU. In large measure this is about discovering symbolic boundaries15; the ones that 
existed back home, the ones that may or may not follow them to JNU, as well as the boundaries 
that they build for themselves. I then go on to dissect the JNU ‗look‘, identifying whether there 
is in fact a quintessential ‗look‘ for the students at the university. Finally, I analyze the 
intersectional nature of identities at JNU, and highlight the fact even within JNU there were 
some students that felt excluded based on certain identities they identify with. 
The aim of this chapter is to highlight the dilemma that these young women grapple with on a 
day to day basis; treading a tricky path between the ideals set by ‗society‘ (or as they perceive it) 
and the questioning or blurring of some of these ideals at JNU. I analyse whether coming to a 
space like JNU, gives them an opportunity to redefine or reimagine their notions of gender and 
their access to, or usage of, space. I situate the described and practiced as embedded within 
wider social processes, noting the structures of power, internal variation as well as the 
subjectivities of the students I study. 
 
4.1 Making the choice (The decision) 
When asked why they chose JNU, some women mentioned practical reasons, while others 
pointed out that the decision was made keeping in mind future implications. I found that this 
difference in decision was invariably affected by the stage at which my respondents entered JNU 
– students seeking admission for their Bachelors based their decision on practical aspects, 
whereas the decision made by students coming in at the Masters level or above was greatly 
influenced by future prospects.  
―I wanted to come to JNU to broaden my views‖ remarked Lakshmi, a student currently 
pursuing her MPhil. The image of Delhi as the ‗intellectual hub‘ of India, and JNU as the 
torchbearer for intellectual thought (especially in the field of social sciences) were important 
factors as to why students from all over India chose JNU for their Masters/MPhil/PhD. While 
these factors did add to the reasons given by students coming to JNU for their Bachelors as well, 
it wasn‘t their primary concern. 
A large number of Bachelor students mentioned that Delhi University was in fact their first 
choice, however, due to the lack of proper hostel facilities and the need to commute, it remained 
a choice that they, and most importantly their parents, were not comfortable with. Considering 
most Bachelor students were straight out of school (approximately 18years old), their parents 
played a larger role in their decision making. The image of Delhi that influenced the decision of 
these young women as well as their parents was that of an ‗extremely unsafe‘ place - for women 
in particular - given the large number of crimes against women that have occurred in Delhi over 
the past few years. Some of the key factors that influenced their decision to choose JNU were: 
safety, the residential nature of the campus and it being self-sufficient to a large extent. Many of 
                                                          
15 Symbolic boundaries refer to the boundaries that separate people into different groups, invoking similarities and 
differences amongst them. (Lamont and Molnar 2002) 
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my respondents often highlighted that they were allowed to move to Delhi only because of the 
reputation JNU held, in scholarly terms but also in regard to safety. Instances like these highlight 
how JNU is considered ‗different‘ than what it is contained by, i.e. Delhi. These notions also 
resonate with the aspect of social construction of space, as described by Low (2014), which can 
occur through interactions, memories, imaginings etc. that express particular meanings. In this 
case the ‗imaginings‘ of a space (safe or unsafe) help characterize it, and also manifest themselves 
in the language used (Low 2014), i.e. JNU as safe and Delhi as unsafe.  
 
The shift to JNU is not merely a physical shift for these young women. It is a shift across 
contexts – a situational shift that is representative of a more ‗complex social and cultural process 
than simply a transition‘ (Ferguson 1999:90). The stark disparity in the social settings of the two 
spaces involved (JNU and the Home) also implies a greater need to adjust or adapt – which may 
lead to a questioning or blurring of their ideals.  Initial days at JNU - as recollected by many of 
my respondents - involved getting lost in the campus (the big campus with winding roads often 
led to new students getting late for classes!); getting used to living independently; meeting people 
from diverse backgrounds; adapting to different habits, different food, different dialects, and 
people with different views of the world around them. For instance, Marjauna (from Mangaldai, 
Assam) recounted her first few interactions with some of her friends at JNU, ―they were always 
so loud and I always thought they were rude…but later I realized that this was how they spoke. 
It took me time to get used to this different way of talking‖. Her friends were from the states of 
Bihar and Uttar Pradesh (UP) and had a different tone and accent while speaking.  
 
―Here in Delhi since there aren‘t many people who know me, it gives me a sense of freedom. I 
can stand here and smoke, because I know no one really knows me‖ remarked Shivani (from 
Dehradun, Uttarakhand), as we stood on the balcony of a café at which I met her for the first 
time. She went on to add that ―the difference between the two spaces (the home and the city) is 
that at home I am always worried that someone I know will see me‖. In another instance, Shefali 
(from Haldwani, Uttarakhand) remarked that if she had stayed back in Haldwani for university 
she would be stuck at home, ―if I would be seen with friends (especially boys) in the markets or 
somewhere else, it would become the talk of the town‖.  As this was the first time these women 
were away from their homes, and without relatives, it was a new experience being ‗anonymous‘. 
Anonymity is an important factor while analysing how these women negotiate their identity in 
the city, and especially among the diverse population of JNU. As Mitchell (2003:193) describes it, 
the city is the place where ‗difference lives‘; it portrays a ‗thick fabric of heterogeneity‘. It is this 
heterogeneity and anonymity that enables new ‗ways of being‘ to emerge. The shift to a new 
space (in this case JNU) and the mélange of people they interact with, therefore also provides 
these young women with an opportunity to witness, explore and experience new ways; the 
freedom to experiment with different ideas and practices.  
 
The fact that these young women found comfort in their anonymity, also reiterates the fact that 
the neighbourhood ‗back home‘ acts as a constant check on their behaviour - keeping a watchful 
eye on them. At JNU on the other hand, there were no strict restrictions on behaviour, clothes, 
timing etc. This shift to the completely new setting of JNU, offers a space where women have 
the opportunity to experiment. However, the question arises whether the students, especially 
these young women, are open to transgress the norms they have inculcated thus far, and even if 
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they do - to what ‗limits‘? What are their learning trajectories from this experience of the new 
space? Do they question their earlier ideals or denounce these new ways? Or perhaps maintain a 
balance between the two? What happens when they go back home for visits? These are some of 
the questions I confront in the following sections. 
 
4.2 Discovering boundaries and Adjusting 
Symbolic boundaries refer to those boundaries that separate people and demarcate them into 
different groups, generating feelings of similarity or difference (Lamont and Molnár 2002:168). 
As the young women shift to new settings where there are no restrictions on who you can interact 
with, they invariably undertake a process of negotiating whom they choose to interact with and 
whom they don‘t, in turn creating their own boundaries. In addition to this, they also constantly 
negotiate their own gendered ‗performance‘, which was till now largely influenced by their home 
setting and that gets manifest through their attire, as well as behaviour. This shift therefore also 
provides an opportunity to witness how and based on which characteristics these young women 
create and negotiate such boundaries. 
 
My research focuses on these symbolic boundaries, that exist at an intersubjective level (ibid: 169) 
and manifest in the way the women choose to see themselves; as part of one group or as 
different from others. I am thus interested in analysing and identifying these boundaries along 
with the women – exploring the ‗production of difference‘ (Gupta and Ferguson 1992: 381) that 
these women actively undertake. This difference production is also greatly influenced by their 
individual backgrounds; including their class and caste identity. Identifying these boundaries also 
enables me to draw a contrast between the two spaces in this study – the Home and JNU. 
 
In some cases, shifting to a new setting also implies that one discovers boundaries in retrospect 
i.e. boundaries that existed back home, but were perhaps so ‗naturalized‘ that they were not 
explicitly known. For instance, the account of my respondent Aparajita brings to light one such 
discovery. She recalled the day she realized the importance of the dupatta (a long scarf worn by 
women) in her life back home.  
 
―One day when I was back home for a holiday, in Begusarai (Bihar, India), I went out to the 
market with my younger brother. I wore my jeans and a kurta, which is what I usually wear 
over here in JNU, but I found that when I was walking on the streets and in the market back 
home, I was being stared at by every person who passed-by – my neighbours as well as the 
shopkeepers. The minute we returned home my brother threw a fit and complained to my 
father that he would not go out with me unless I wore ‗appropriate‘ clothes. The problem 
was that I had not worn a dupatta (a long scarf worn by women) – which is seen as essential 
for women and especially slightly hefty women like me. I felt so strange – because this is 
what I wear every day in JNU, but back home now I don‘t even feel like going out. They 
were staring at me like I‘m an alien or something!‖- Aparajita (from Begusarai, Bihar) 
 
It was only after experiencing the different setting of JNU that Aparajita realized the boundaries 
that once existed when she stayed in Bihar. She realized the prominent importance of the dupatta 
(as also described in the ‗Home‘ section) only when she went back home for a visit. Perhaps 
when she was younger and stayed in her home town, she may have followed such norms merely 
out of habit. However, after her experience of the new space she is now forced to face this 
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difference. Such instances also bring out the transient nature of these boundaries – the dupatta 
was seen as essential in Bihar, but was not seen as necessary in Delhi, as the ‗norms‘ were based 
on the social context of each space. Similarly, the fact that Aparajita was not wearing a dupatta 
was accepted by her family when she was inside the house, but when she stepped outside the 
house the dupatta became important once again. Being socially constructed categories, these 
social boundaries - like gendered norms – lend themselves to varying interpretations (Lamont 
and Molnár 2002). 
 
As mentioned in the ‗home‘ section, a ‗typical‘ middle class family places great importance on the 
‗disciplining‘ of their children and many (often unsaid) rules governed their lives back home. In 
JNU, on the other hand, there were no (explicit) rules that governed their lives. No restrictions 
for movement within, or going outside the campus. There are also no logs kept of when a 
student steps out or returns to campus/hostel. Some of my respondents, who had the experience 
of staying in another university space in their home town before coming, often compared the 
two universities. For instance, Aparajita had done her Bachelors in Patna Women‘s College, 
Bihar. Contrasting her time there she remarked that the women‘s hostels there had strict timings, 
women weren‘t allowed to leave their rooms after 7pm and the lights of the hostel would go out 
at 11pm forcing everyone to sleep at that time; students were also restricted from going to 
friend‘s rooms in the hostel. Men‘s hostels on the other hand, had different timings, and were 
allowed out of the hostel till 11pm. Students were not allowed to leave the College campus, 
except on Sundays for a few hours. In fact, JNU is perhaps the only university even within Delhi 
which does not have restrictive rules for its students. Hindu College, part of the University of 
Delhi, recently announced the opening of a women‘s hostel in its campus. The rules and 
regulations that have been put in place for this hostel reflect the controlling and restrictive 
approach taken by most universities when dealing with their students, especially women. It is 
planned that women in this hostel will not be allowed out of the hostel after 8:30pm and be 
prohibited from roaming inside the hostel post 11pm (Sharma 2016). Most Indian universities 
also often have dress codes (especially for women) following which the women must be 
‗decently‘ dressed. For instance, as Manju told me, in some universities in Chennai the dress code 
for women is the salwar kurta (a long top, with loose pants) along with a mandatory dupatta. At 
JNU however, no such rules apply and women can be seen in shorts, dresses, salwar kurtas or 
jeans, whatever they choose.  
 
―You will always find me outside, roaming about in JNU; I‘m almost never in my room. It‘s so 
exciting to live in a place where I can roam around at any time‖ exclaimed Shefali. The freedom 
to roam around whenever they wanted to in JNU was something that was very new for all the 
young women I encountered. The ability to call the space their own, and command a sense of 
ownership, often calling JNU ‗our‘ campus and separating the ‗inside‘ from the ‗outside‘, was a 
new experience for them. This aspect, I believe, also played a key role in the confidence that 
these women possessed, especially when moving about in JNU and (perhaps) may also creep in 
when they loiter ‗outside‘ JNU. Delving deeper into the transformative nature of the women‘s 
experience at JNU, I analyse, in the subsections below, how these women interact with 
boundaries; blurring, negotiating and sometimes making/reinforcing their boundaries. 
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i. Negotiating boundaries 
―If I was a girl who didn‘t know much about the world, who didn‘t know that there are 
people out there enjoying their freedom and hadn‘t seen all those Hollywood TV series or 
movies, I would‘ve been okay over there in my space back home. But I‘m not that woman. 
When I watch those series I think wow! they are enjoying their life, I wish I could be free 
and live a life like theirs.‖ – Shefali  
 
As a lot of the young women were from all-girl‘s school or all-women‘s colleges, and the social 
circle they interacted with back home was limited to people from a similar background – in 
terms of social and economic standing. Their interactions with men were minimal, largely 
restricted to brothers or extended family. Given this backdrop, JNU becomes the space where 
these women interact with ‗other men‘ for the first time. This also holds true in the case of men; 
they are exposed to interactions with women (who are not their sisters or extended family) for 
the first time. JNU also marks the first time most of these students meet people of different 
sexualities. There are no restrictions on their interactions in JNU, implying that these young 
students meet and interact with individuals from different castes, class, regions, religions etc. 
giving them an opportunity to form relations depending on their own choice. These ‗new‘ 
interactions however, in some cases also lead to messy situations - as I delve into later in this 
chapter. These interactions nevertheless add to a ‗new‘ perception of men for these young 
women. They recognize that one can be just friends with men as well, till now they had perceived 
most men either as their relatives, or ‗the other‘ that they must avoid or keep their distance from. 
As Ritika put it ―You have to adapt to being around people from very different economic 
backgrounds, languages, food habits etc., the list can go on.  It has humbled me so much. Now 
I‘m very used to being around and interacting with people who may be very different from me. 
JNU teaches you to accept different ways as well as different views‖.  
 
While the women discover new spaces and boundaries, they also ascertain different ways to give 
meaning to these boundaries and interpret them according to their own needs or requirements.  
Referring to the ‗habitus‘ (Bourdieu 1977) that I mentioned in the ‗Home‘ section, these new 
meanings and interpretations would align with the creative leeway that the habitus accounts for; 
giving them an opportunity to reinvent aspects of their habitus, as the habitus builds and grows 
along with them. 
 
At JNU, I observed that the interactions of men and women were often very casual and friendly, 
with a high comfort level between them. I frequently saw people hanging out at the dhabas 
together – talking loudly or gossiping or arguing till late into the night. The young women were 
exposed to a completely new system of social relations. For instance, a lot of the women 
mentioned that this comfort level was something that shocked them when they had initially 
come to JNU. As Manju recalled, most undergraduate universities in Tamil Nadu have very strict 
rules regarding interactions between men and women. Some colleges go to the extent of having 
curtains drawn between the segregated enclosures for men and women during college cultural 
festivals. ―For some women even shaking hands with a man is a problem when they come to 
JNU first‖ said Twinkle. She remarked that during the initial days of new students, she often 
heard these students passing remarks like ‗wow! look how close that girl and guy are sitting‘, or 
‗see how those two are sticking to each other and sitting‘, but after a couple of months everyone 
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realizes that this is completely normal in JNU, and that nothing is necessarily ‗going on‘ between 
the man and woman. 
 
―Some things were very new for me and took time to understand. I have studied in a 
convent school before this, in Dehradun, and so at first it took me time getting used to the 
atmosphere here, where people would hang out with each other at the dhabas till late. In the 
beginning I found it odd when a boy from my class would call me, that too at around 
midnight, and just say ‗neeche aaja’(come out) and ask me to meet him outside the hostel. We 
would then go gather other friends from other hostels and go have chai (tea) or snacks 
together at the dhaba and then go back to our rooms. Initially I didn‘t understand what is 
happening, but over time you get used to it and like it. It was a new feeling to be so free in 
JNU‖ - Ritika  
 
Unlike the conventional rules and regulations that surround women in most universities in India, 
women in JNU are allowed to enter the men‘s hostels. This access invariably gives women an 
opportunity to discover new spaces, in turn also discovering new ways of interacting and 
building comfort and connections with their peers. As many women told me, the men‘s hostel 
becomes a space utilized to meet, study, party with everyone together. The increased confidence 
that women spoke about could also manifest itself in terms of an increased confidence in ‗new‘ 
social spaces, ‗enabling them to move into spaces they were previously excluded from‘ (Butcher 
2009:182). Manju remarked that ―going to the men‘s hostel is not a matter of concern (in terms 
of safety) for the women; you don‘t even need to know the man. A man will throw a party or 
get-together, you take 5 -6 girls and go, you get to meet and interact with a lot of people. Usually 
women would be uncomfortable being in an unknown space with unknown men - but over here, 
that is how you socialize‖. The opportunity for such interactions further adds to the ‗new‘ 
perception of men that women generate in JNU, many of them creating close friendships with 
men as well. ―The fun parties happen at the men‘s hostels, our (women‘s) hostels are usually 
boring‖ remarked Shefali. She highlighted that in her hostel, people would usually just go back to 
their rooms and sit and talk. In the men‘s hostels on the other hand, one could always hear 
music. The parties that went on till late at night at the men‘s hostels were more ―fun‖ with 
dancing and drinking being a common feature. ―Men‘s hostels are not organised or kept neatly at 
all, they don‘t care about most things. Women on the other hand crib about maintaining 
cleanliness, some even have posters put up outside their rooms saying that you need to leave 
your slippers outside, the rooms here are more organized‖ remarked Manju. While all the women 
I spoke to found this access to new spaces a ―liberating‖ feature in JNU, some seemed sceptical 
and commented saying ―I don‘t think it is necessary that women stay all night, they could have 
the rule till 11pm or something‖, providing an interesting insight into the internalized notions of 
keeping distance from men, also showcasing the influences from the home setting that 
constantly guide students‘ thoughts and practices.   
 
I also found that many students were cautioned before coming to a space like JNU. For instance 
when I spoke to girls regarding the atmosphere at JNU and interactions with men, some of the 
women that had come to JNU just a few months ago, for their Bachelors, mentioned that their 
parents warned them about interactions with different kinds of people. Such was the case with 
Megha (from Durgapur, West Bengal) who explained that despite being from a co-educational 
school (with both men and women) her parents warned her about meeting new people since 
61 
 
JNU has such a vast variety of people she could meet. Her parents warned her that ―dekh ke dost 
banana‖ (be cautious of who you become friends with). While this had connections to the idea of 
Delhi being ‗unsafe‘, this can also be linked to the idea of ‗honour‘ and ‗shame‘ mentioned in the 
Home section. Indicative of the fact that Megha‘s parents would perhaps not want her to get 
into any serious relationships with men who might happen to be from a different 
class/caste/region etc. This primary socialization is often so strictly practiced that it gets 
imprinted and internalized to an extent - shaping the future interactions of the person involved. 
The images and ideas that the young students have of one another are based ―to a large extent 
on family stereotypes, social expectations, and the visual and print media‖ (Thapan 2001:366). 
For instance, Megha stated that she was very cautious of whom she befriends, especially with 
regard to men - as one never knows what their ‗true intentions‘ are. The idea of ‗shame‘ or 
maligning the family‘s ‗reputation‘ (since she holds the ‗honour‘) also played a role in this, as well 
as the idea of ‗disrespecting‘ or ‗disappointing‘ her parents that befriending ‗unsuitable‘ men 
would lead to. A similar case was with Marjauna, who remarked that ―I do not want to let my 
parents down‖ when she told me that she had not performed well in her latest exams because 
she had been busy with her social circle of friends.  
  
The same was true not just for relationships and interactions, but also for activities that these 
young women indulged (or didn‘t indulge) in. It was not simply a matter of whom you were 
friends with, but also the things you took part in or did. Megha and Sakshi L. (from Indore, 
Madhya Pradesh), both Bachelors students, also told me that they had made a conscious effort to 
stay away from ‗bad‘ people and ‗bad‘ things. When probed about who exactly these people, and 
things were, they mentioned it referred to people who ―smoke, drink and have parties‖. These 
‗bad‘ activities too are most often extremely gendered; some activities which may be ‗normal‘ or 
acceptable for a man to do were seen as very ‗un-lady like‘ or something a woman should 
definitely not do. While a man who smokes may be viewed as ‗cool‘ or ‗macho‘, the image of a 
woman smoking is almost unimaginable for most of the young women. These notions of what 
‗bad‘ activities were (especially for women), provide very telling examples of what is considered 
‗appropriate‘ for a woman and the boundaries that women invariably tread upon in order to be 
‗good‘ or ‗decent‘ women. These young women chose not to get involved in these ‗bad‘ 
activities, thereby creating their own boundaries and associating themselves with the ‗good‘ 
students that focus on their studies – thereby also ‗producing difference‘ between themselves 
and others (Gupta and Ferguson 1992).  
 
Whenever I asked students to describe JNU, they often mentioned that ―women smoke here as 
well!‖ in a shocked manner, almost to mark and bring home the point of just how free and liberal 
the space was. While attending parties or drinking socially may be practiced by women coming 
from upper middle class and upper class families, they are still largely seen as activities 
undertaken by women of ‗loose‘ character. These women coming from upper-class families often 
have more freedom to experiment than their lower-class counterparts. The popular culture in 
India – be it movies or soap operas – often reinforce such stereotypical ideals and ‗norms‘ of the 
society (Jaggi 2011). A ‗modern‘ independent woman is often shown as the wrongdoer who has 
torn away from ‗tradition‘ and lacks ‗morals‘. The sanskaari (moral) woman is seen as one who 
devotes her life to taking care of her family and husband. These images that are time and again 
reinforced in the different spheres of the women‘s lives play a key role in shaping her own 
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notions of what an ‗ideal‘ woman is meant to be like or ‗should‘ be like. JNU on the other hand, 
breaks these ‗moral‘ grounds, promoting the notion that women can and should express 
themselves however they choose to.  
 
However, looking at the gendered code of conduct would be incomplete without understanding 
the lens of the men involved as well. An almost similar script plays out when we look at the case 
of the men in JNU. Men too, in the Indian context, have been imprinted with notions of what it 
is to be a ‗macho‘ man, and the idea that they must play the role of the ‗protector‘; never in fact 
viewing the woman as equal. Though the scope of my study does not lay a detailed focus on 
these aspects of the men‘s lives, I recognize the deep implications of these on the overall social 
interactions that take place in JNU. This new system of social interactions - where the genders 
interact fluidly and are free to make their own choices - leads sometimes to awkward nature of 
relationships. As many of the women informed me, they often find that the men coming from 
small towns who have not had an exposure in interaction with women, find it tough adjusting.  
 
As I mentioned before, since the interactions at JNU usually mark the first time individuals 
interact with other genders, these can also lead to mixed signals and awkward relations. Referring 
to interactions with men on the campus, Sakshi and Marjauna remarked that men often assume 
or take for granted that if a woman talks nicely or is friendly when meeting with them that must 
mean that she likes him or wants to sleep with him. Adding further, Marjauna said that the image 
of JNU as a ‗free‘ space also sometimes leads to people thinking that they would easily find 
people here that would want to sleep with them. JNU, she pointed out, becomes a spot where a 
lot of frustrated men ‗exploit‘ or ‗use‘ women as they feel that the women that roam around at 
night freely or smoke or dress ‗provocatively‘ must be open to frivolous relationships. She 
remarked that though there were some women as well who exploited men, the ratio was always 
skewed towards the men. She also mentioned that it was usually the girls from ‗upper class/good 
homes‘ that roamed around with such boys, and that the girls from the ‗poor/lower class‘ would 
be more conservative and worried about their reputation, and wouldn‘t want to be seen with 
such guys. These kinds of interactions too perhaps are a consequence of the conditioning and 
extremely new experience of getting any kind of attention from the opposite sex. 
 
The overall result is that in some cases social relations can get complicated and messy, as there is 
a high possibility of confused signals from the different genders. However, when looking at how 
they handle these interactions, it is important to keep in mind the power balance that differs 
greatly between men and women. Women are often more cautious and aware of getting into any 
relations or interactions with men. The presence of an extremely active GSCASH (Gender 
Sensitization Committee Against Sexual Harassment) provides the students with a comfortable 
fall back. Although a lot of the students I spoke to did not know the exact rules of the GSCASH, 
the knowledge that it was active and sensitive towards the victim‘s identity helped the students 
feel protected. Also, the insights that I received from Bachelors students were starkly different 
from those who were in their Masters or above – with the Bachelors students being much more 
cautious of their interactions. This difference perhaps also has to do with the time spent in JNU, 
not because the students suddenly loose inhibition after coming to JNU, but because they 
actively engage in a process of questioning or rethinking of their own boundaries over time.  
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Women that are loud, opinionated and who fight for what they want has almost become the 
stereotypical image of a ‗woman from JNU‘. This image along with JNU‘s politically aware 
atmosphere – with graffiti, posters, banners etc. with slogans for women‘s equality - become 
factors influencing each woman‘s day to day life at JNU. The campus offers a case where being 
open and comfortable with everyone is almost seen as the ‗norm‘, whereas the complete 
opposite of this was true for the ‗home‘ setting. The restrictive controls and gendered norms 
adhered to in the home space, tend to give rise to certain types of behaviours which are seen as 
‗normal‘; any deviations from these are often deemed ‗inappropriate‘. However, the new 
university space also provides the women with new ideals – of what is ‗cool‘ or considered 
necessary to ‗fit in‘ - these could include the kind of clothing (ranging from the length of the 
skirt, to wearing ‗modern‘ clothes like the shirt and jeans), the amount of make-up, going out late 
at night, interactions with men etc. The point of contention then becomes; how do these 
students make sense of the almost contradictory signals that they receive from the two social 
worlds they are part of: home and JNU? Is there a rethinking of their earlier notions of gendered 
norms or do they hold on tightly to the norms that governed their lives back home? I make use 
of this ‗bifocality‘ (Gupta and Ferguson 1992: 378) of the lives of these young women, to show 
the fluidity and transient nature of the ‗gendered norms‘ of these women that are simultaneously 
part of two interconnected social worlds. 
 
The messages that the women receive form their two social worlds differ greatly. Whether they 
redefine their notions, and how they do so, remains a very personal and intrinsic process, with 
different implications for each individual. Some of the negotiations that the women made on a 
daily basis had to do with questioning the ‗normative‘ ideas of gender; including ideas concerning 
what it was to be ‗good‘ or ‗decent‘ woman. Presenting them with different notions of what was 
‗normal‘, JNU proved to be the space where a lot of the women I spoke to had experimented 
with different aspects of their lives - be it clothes, hair, alcohol or just the idea that they can roam 
around whenever they want.  Sakshi (from Gorakhpur, Uttar Pradesh) remarked that it was for 
the first time in JNU that she wore a dress ―that reached above (her) knees‖ – showcasing that in 
her earlier setting, the knees and therefore the length of the skirt/dress formed a kind of 
boundary – a line that determined if you were ‗decent‘ or not.  
 
Admitting almost ashamedly, Marjauna recalled the idea she held on to when she was back home 
- that girls who wore short skirts or dresses were not nice and only did so to gain attention from 
men. She told me that after coming to JNU she witnessed a different narrative – one that said it 
was okay to wear whatever one chooses – this made her realize and question her earlier thought. 
She was excited to let me know that she had herself worn a dress on the cultural night in her 
hostel, and was happy to try this, though she still prefers her jeans and shirt. 
 
―In ‗normal‘ society, if a girl were seen smoking or hanging out so closely with men, she 
would be pointed out, and stories about her and her character would spring up; rumours 
would start. After coming here I have realized that every woman that smokes or is friendly 
with men is not necessarily a ‗bad‘ woman or with a ‗loose‘ character. Here in JNU it is 
commonplace to see women doing these things. It is so much nicer over here because you 
don‘t have to be worried about what people say; everyone has a right to express themselves. 
I do not smoke, but if I were to, my family would disown me! It would become such a big 
deal in the household.‖  – Shefali  
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Ritika told me that when students are still new in JNU (as was the case with the students from 
Bachelors that I spoke to), you can see them turn and stare as soon as a woman lights up a 
cigarette. This changes over time, and the students realize that the freedom in JNU means that it 
is also up to them to decide what they think is ‗right‘ or ‗wrong‘. As cigarettes are not sold inside 
the campus, students often go across the campus to a small shop which sells them. It is however 
interesting to note, that students often go there to buy it but smoke once they‘ve come back to 
JNU. Other than the fact that this is probably convenient for them, for most of the women the 
idea of a large number of men ‗outside‘ campus whose first reaction would probably be to stare 
at her or shame her, also becomes a factor for her choosing to come inside the campus and then 
light the cigarette.  
 
Talking about things she did differently in JNU, Sakshi remarked that she had become almost 
‗anti-religious‘ after staying here. She claimed that this lack of interest also arose due to her peers, 
who would often question why she did pooja (pray) and were dismissive of her religious practices. 
Being a secular institution, JNU did not have any religious spaces (like a Temple or Mosque or 
Church etc.) inside the university campus. Any religious activity was therefore relegated to the 
‗private‘ space of the hostel room. Sakshi too, had a few religious idols placed on a shelf in her 
room. When I inquired about some of these idols that I had noticed, her roommate added that 
Sakshi sometimes did pooja (pray) in the room. Following which, Sakshi clarified that although 
she practiced some of the small rituals in her room; it ―never felt the same‖. The remarks from 
her friends who dismissed her religious practices, made Sakshi question these practices. Sakshi 
did not look happy about this change in her ideas, and it was clearly something that she was still 
negotiating with and perhaps will remain a dilemma for her for some time to come.  
 
The different intensities and degrees to which these young women negotiate their boundaries 
vary greatly depending on their personal journeys that are in turn dependent on their own home 
environment. Drawing from Turner‘s study (1997) titled ‗Human Rights, Human Difference‘, I 
recognize the productive capacity of the actors themselves to produce and reproduce differences, 
which may be influenced by their own ‗rigid‘ views that are internalized in the home setting. For 
instance, some respondents remarked that their parents had a ‗small-town mentality‘, or had not 
been exposed to the ‗modern‘ way of life.  In addition, certain ‗normative‘ ways of being could 
be internalized to such an extent that they pose a kind of barrier as to how these women 
experience the university space. For instance, although many stated that they had now ‗accepted‘ 
that women too can smoke or drink, some themselves would never undertake these activities as 
it would disappoint their parents, and is not something women should get into.  
Although the women who had come from the smaller towns were now more accustomed to the 
fact that women did many of the things they may not have imagined women do, most of them 
were still very cautious of their own behaviour. Considering there were no ‗rules‘ per se in JNU, I 
inquired whether it perhaps could get tough for women to negotiate their boundaries in such a 
space. Most women exclaimed that it was not a problem for them as they ‗knew their limits‘. 
Shefali stated that ―the good part of coming from a ‗middle class‘ family is that I know my limits, 
I know my parents would not want me to get involved in any of the ‗bad‘ activities, like excessive 
partying‖, highlighting that she stayed away from such activities because she respected her 
parents, and did not want to bring ‗shame‘/disappointment to them. The new space provides the 
women with a host of opportunities, some which she did not earlier have access to, ‗but her 
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rootedness in tradition that glorifies the family and relationships within the family inhibits her 
complete immersion in the external world‘ (Thapan 2001: 366). 
 
The ‗habitus‘ that I referred to before, although allows for creativity, is still a factor that is largely 
influenced by, and consistent of, the milieu in which it is created. Bourdieu (1977) identifies the 
fact that the habitus conditions us in many ways. It engenders our aspirations and practices and 
sometimes limits our possibilities as it inculcates disposition that are historically embedded 
within it for long. The aspirations and practices inculcated are therefore always compatible with 
the objective environments. For example, a housewife is always socialized into remaining a 
housewife; her aspirations of becoming anything else are excluded as ‗unthinkable‘. As an ‗open 
system of dispositions that is constantly subject to experiences, and therefore, constantly affected 
by them in a way that either reinforces or modifies its structures‘ (Bourdieu 1977: 133), the 
habitus allows for improvisations as well as reinforcements that are developed over time. The 
habitus is therefore enabling as well as constraining in nature. In this case, the women are 
confronted with differing ‗ideals‘. While women try-out and experiment new ways in JNU, the 
habitus within which they grew up still forms a cocoon within which they grow – further 
influenced by their class/caste etc. The variations and changes occur, but often ‗within limits‘. 
These boundaries that the women create for themselves are therefore largely influenced by their 
context/social standing. 
 
Among the students I spoke to, many of them had tried a smoke or different kinds of alcohol, 
and also experimented with the clothes they wore, hairstyles, nail polish etc. However, most of 
them could not/did not tell their parents about these experiences. I was often met with remarks 
like ―of course not‖ or a sheepish ―no, no‖ when I asked if their parents knew about this, 
making me almost odd to ask such a question.  Referring to this freedom to try and see different 
ways in JNU, Shefali professed ―I wish I could stay in JNU forever, now I know why a lot of 
people here never want to leave‖ (referring to the claim that people never leave JNU after they 
have lived there once). This remark also showcases in a sense the idea that a lot of the students 
present in JNU do not have hope of finding such a space - with such avenues/freedom - again in 
their lives.  
 
However, the dilemma that remains is not just to question whether another space like JNU may 
exist or not, but the idea that – of the people that do come to JNU, how many, and to what 
extent, do these students allow themselves to change/alter the notions they earlier held close? 
This remains the tricky and extremely personal path that each individual that experiences such a 
space (that gives him/her the scope to change) must grapple with. It was evident through my 
conversations, that my respondents were well aware of the contradictions between their home 
setting and JNU. Some of them chose to adapt back to their earlier practices whenever they went 
home on visits, these were choices each of them made based perhaps on an assessment of the 
risks and their own ability/need to push boundaries. For instance, Twinkle admitted that despite 
being an active political member in JNU, when she goes back home she turns back into the 
‗good‘ daughter she is supposed to be. She goes back to not wearing any clothes with short 
sleeves, she does not step out of the house post 8pm; snaps back into being an ‗obedient‘ 
daughter. This practice of adjusting between two lives mirrors closely with what James Ferguson 
(1999) referred to as ‗cultural style‘ in his study of the Zambian Copperbelt. Ferguson uses the 
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framework of cultural style to highlight the ‗accomplished and performative nature‘ of social 
behaviour (ibid: 95). These performative styles, he emphasizes, are capabilities that are actively 
internalized and cultivated over time depending on structural constraints. Contrasting these 
styles to normative notions, he refers to them as ‗modes of signification‘ (ibid: 97) as they do not 
conform to any norms, underlying commonalities, or cultural whole. He indicates that these 
styles form part of a practical knowledge people draw on depending on situations, closely related 
to the act of doing – making them practices which are entrenched in their performance – 
embodied and often performed subconsciously or with a sense of ‗ease‘ (ibid:96). 
 
While some of the women seep back into their earlier lives in an almost nonchalant way, some 
raise questions and consciously negotiate their boundaries when back home. Shivani for instance, 
said that when she goes back home she often discusses the issues she read about in her Sociology 
class and that relate to situations at home – for example, she raised questions about the 
treatment of the maid in her house and fought to change some of the practices in her house. In 
addition to such negotiations, during my time at JNU, I heard of a few cases where the student 
was in fact in a live-in relationship with their significant other, and their allotted hostel room was 
taken up by some other student in need of a room. This was done without the knowledge of 
their parents, and provides examples of cases where the students not just negotiate, but push 
their boundaries further. The ability to push their boundaries also seemed to correlate with the 
class and caste background that each woman was from – a young woman from a more affluent 
background usually had more leeway to push her boundaries, where as some of my respondents 
from lower-middle class families were often more cautious and worried about the ‗shame‘ their 
actions may bring to their family.  
 
While many of the students said that they would prefer choosing whom they married (going 
against the custom of arranged marriages), some remarked that they wished they could stay 
single all their lives, and some spoke of arranged marriage as an almost inevitable step in their 
future which they had made peace with. As Gunjan pointed out ―I plan to get married only when 
I am prepared and if I have a connection with the other person that is chosen. Maybe in a year 
or two I may consider it, but for now I‘m not going to get married. For now I want to enjoy my 
life and not think about it.‖ Similarly, I found that most of the young women I spoke to, seemed 
comfortable with the fact that their parent‘s would have a big say in who they got married to; it 
seemed like the ‗natural‘ thing (although they all exclaimed that they did not want to get married 
anytime soon). On the other hand, there were a few respondents that were averse to the idea that 
their parents would have a say in their marriage. For instance, Shivani was constantly opposing 
the pressure that she received from her family regarding marriage. She was determined not to 
marry anyone anytime soon. It would therefore be interesting to check back with many of these 
women in the future, to see how many of them do in fact end up having a say in the decision 
regarding their marriage. Some students, on the other hand, had made conscious choices and 
decisions to change the course of their lives. Lakshmi for example, had bluntly told her parents 
that she would not marry someone from her caste (i.e. upper caste). She told me that she was 
consciously saving up money from her research grant, in anticipation that her parents may refuse 
to keep contact with her if she stuck to this decision in the future, when the time came for her to 
get married.  
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The transition cannot be seen as a linear progressive shift i.e. from a place where the woman has 
restrictions and boundaries to a place where there are none – as in some cases the shift also leads 
to the building of new boundaries. The transitory space (JNU) provides these women with a 
space where they learn, read, observe, share, create and gain new insights. The women therefore 
undertake a process of ‗strategic transformation‘ and are ‗strategic in the various ways they 
interpret gender and cultural identity in relation to each other… and future opportunities‘ 
(Nguyen and Strikus 2007:870). This transformation refers to a dynamic process through which 
the students ‗intentionally define gender or cultural identities as ways to leverage social status and 
power within specific situations‘ (ibid: 889), which differs according to gender. These women 
absorb and also filter notions of gender that differ from the ones they once knew – about 
friendship, sexuality, love, relationships, gender equality, opportunities - and inculcate these as 
part of their own social repository (ibid).  
 
In the next section, I bring to light the ideas of the stereotypical JNU ‗look‘ and question 
whether in attempts to distance itself from normative conventions, JNU has in any way made the 
contrary the ‗norm‘. 
 
4.3 The JNU Look 
Unkempt hair, a khadi kurta, usually paired with old tattered jeans, chappals (slippers), and a jhola 
(a sling bag made of cloth). This, accompanied by a leftist ideology and a zeal for protests, is 
what it takes to be deemed a ‗JNU type‘, ‗JNUwala‘ or ‗Jholawala‘. From my observations, this 
‗JNU type‘ is portrayed as a deeply intellectual (sometimes pseudo-intellectual) individual who is 
often found quoting lines from Marx, Foucault, Derrida, and vociferously raising his/her voice 
in solidarity with the downtrodden and weaker sections of society.  
 
When one of my respondents Manju informed her friends that she had got admission into JNU, 
they decided to give her me some ―advice‖. The first was ―Please take a bath daily‖ (referring to 
the notion that the ‗JNU types‘ don‘t have a bath often and don‘t change their shabby clothes). 
The second was ―Don‘t wear a kurta or carry a jhola‖. The third, ―Once you are done with your 
course at JNU, please leave‖ (referring to the notion that after experiencing life at JNU, a student 
never leaves). ―The image people have of a JNU-ite is usually that they wear the same clothes all 
the time, when I was shifting here my friends teased me that I could probably just buy one pair 
of clothes and wear that for my entire time in JNU‖ exclaimed Shefali.  
 
Like my respondents, I half expected to find a significantly large number of students at JNU 
dressed in the kurta and jhola ‗look‘ when I first arrived. The reality I was presented with, of 
course, was much more complex. This stereotypical ‗look‘ remained the choice of mainly the 
broadly Left inclined politically active students. For the rest of the students (a much larger 
number compared to the politically active) I found a large mosaic of clothing styles – from 
different kinds of kurtas to western tops and pants. Although I personally never saw a student 
wear a dress or short skirts etc., as the weather was not optimal for such clothing, I relied on the 
stories I was told by many, of the different kinds of clothes that are worn at JNU.   
 
Remembering her earlier clothing style, Manju said that during her undergraduate degree she had 
a dress code – a suit (a kurta, salwar along with the dupatta) was mandatory and no casual clothing 
was allowed. She was therefore shocked to come to JNU, where it was almost the norm to look 
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shabby. ―Some people looked like they came straight from bed‖, she remarked. She therefore 
had to adjust to this new casual clothing, and now sticks to wearing kurtas without dupattas. 
However, she did point out that there were also some students that did care about their looks 
and spent a long time in the morning getting ready; highlighting that the different extremes co-
exist in JNU. 
 
I perhaps realized the full extent/impact of the ‗JNU look‘ for myself only when the university 
was under siege from the government post the 9th February incident, and when stories and news 
reports broke of JNU students or even students who ‗looked like‘ they were from JNU were 
being pointed out and ridiculed in public spaces (Ali 2016; Singh 2016). I caught myself cross 
checking whether I looked like a JNU-ite before heading out of the campus or every time I 
headed towards campus. I often chose not to wear a kurta or a baggy top with unkempt hair. My 
respondents often told me of similar experiences – some of them would consciously make an 
effort to not ‗look like they were from JNU‘. Laughingly Manju told me that all the men she was 
friends with went and got their beards cut and combed their hair, ―perhaps for the first time in a 
long time since they had come to JNU‖.  
 
When I asked Twinkle, an active member of SFI (the Student Federation of India) about this 
‗look‘ she laughed and admitted that she noticed that she had in fact often adorned this ‗typical‘ 
JNU look. She revealed that ―all said and done, the kurta is very comfortable; it makes it easy 
when you have to roam around the whole day in the heat and sit on the floor and all‖. She 
indicated that since JNU is a residential campus, most students just get up from bed and head to 
their classes. "You meet the same people day-in and day-out, so most students often don‘t see 
the need to dress up. Even in terms of dating, everyone already knows who is dating whom, so 
again there is no real need to dress up to impress anyone‖. As Twinkle pointed out, the period 
when this ‗look‘ suddenly becomes very popular is around September, when the election 
campaigns happen – an extremely busy time in JNU. It is during this time that the new students 
who have been in JNU for just a few months and that want to become politically active, 
suddenly align themselves with this look. ―The female students suddenly come to JNU wearing 
kurtas, jholas, jhumkas (a particular type of earrings) –things they think are needed to become 
politically active‖ remarked Twinkle.   
 
―A major part of the look, I think, is that we don‘t usually care about what we wear. It is loose 
comfortable clothing, we care more about how we are on the inside‖ said Manju. In attempts to 
denounce ‗dressing up‘, the ‗JNU types‘ have in fact created a new convention for some. The 
unkempt look has in certain ways become the ‗normative‘ look at JNU. Smoking was another 
aspect that seemed to form part of this image of the left-inclined students. Shivani mentioned 
she noticed her roommate start smoking towards the end of their stay together, she realized her 
roommate often found it tough fitting in with her friends who would sit at the dhabas to discuss, 
debate and smoke. This became the main reason her roommate began smoking. Shivani also 
pointed out that in a lot of cases, people wore the right things and possessed the right things (like 
all the volumes of Marx‘s Das Kapital) but did not necessarily know what they were talking 
about. ―There are also certain words like ‗brahmanical ideology‘ ‗women‘s rights‘ that people use 
in discussions that I‘ve heard at the dhabas, but a lot of these people use these for the sake of it, 
69 
 
to gain appreciation. They may not even know the full meanings or histories of these words‖ 
retorted Shivani. 
 
As mentioned in the theoretical section, spaces often reflect the social norms and embody 
gender relations of a particular context (Spain 2014), thereby implying that each space has its 
own ‗norms‘ and ideas of ‗gender‘ as characterized by the people that live in this space. The 
‗sense of community‘ and ‗system‘ that some of my respondents had mentioned when talking 
about the hostel spaces, also resonates with this new ‗norm‘ that has manifest in terms of 
dressing. Was it that one had to look a certain way to be part of the ‗community‘? During my 
time at JNU, I rarely saw a man in an ironed shirt, or in formal pants or a suit. Women on the 
other hand, seemed to wear all array of clothing, though I never saw any woman with high heels 
(this of course may have to do with the rocky terrain) or extremely decked up with make-up. 
While some may dawn this made-up look (with make-up and dressed up heels etc., or a formal 
suit), it is definitely not the ‗popular‘ look and may even be looked down upon sometimes.  
  
Providing a counter narrative, Lakshmi highlighted that she found JNU to be ‗elitist‘. A large 
number of her classmates are from Delhi and the ‗Delhi culture‘ as she put it (referring to the 
upper class, posh, high couture culture that is often used to describe Delhi) seeps in through 
these students. ―There is a certain ‗look‘ that everyone in the social sciences is ‗supposed‘ to 
have‖, referring to the ‗Fabindia kurtas’ (kurtas from a famous (expensive) clothing brand which 
produces ethnic Indian clothes in a modern style) and big jhumkas (earrings). Elaborating on her 
first few days in JNU, Lakshmi remarked that she often felt out of place in her classroom, she 
felt her ‗old and tattered‘ clothes which she got from home made her question if she would fit in. 
She drew my attention to a joke that had been going around on the internet – stating that if JNU 
were to be shut down, all the Fabindia and other expensive stores selling Indian attire would 
soon run out of business. This class factor also played out in my observation of the women that 
I had seen smoking; it was almost always women who were either politically active or formed 
part of this upper class that wore Fabindia kurtas and jhumkas. Other than these women, I never 
witnessed any other women smoking in public; this would therefore force me to speculate that 
the women that did get a chance to push this boundary were either from the affluent section of 
society, or those that were politically active and radically pushing their boundaries. While a large 
number of women, as I pointed out earlier, had ‗accepted‘ and come to terms with the fact that 
women that smoke were not necessarily ‗bad‘, they still would not dare be seen smoking 
themselves - they preferred staying ‗within their limits‘.  
 
On a similar note, I found that although I heard students speak in many different languages 
around me during my time at the campus, some students spoke about their initial reservation to 
speak up, as they were not fluent in English. All classes in JNU are held in English. So while 
most students found some peers to interact with in the language they were comfortable in, the 
classroom remained a space where the English speaking students would dominate. The English 
language has for a long time been given a superior status in India, often legitimized and 
reinforced because of the cultural capital attached to an English education (Thapan 2001:369). 
As Lakshmi highlighted, ―all the classes I‘ve seen, and especially the class discussions, have all 
been dominated by upper caste, ‗good looking‘ ‗feminists‘ ‖. Recalling her initial days at JNU, 
Shefali remarked that a lot of her classmates (now her friends) were from ―good families‖ and 
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always spoke English. ―I used to be so nervous about whether they would like me… I used to 
wonder if I would ever fit in‖. Her recourse came by way of the foreign students in her class; she 
spent her time with students from Korea and Iran, finding that they too had a problem with 
English as it was not their first language. She found that she was more comfortable interacting 
with them in English as they were also new to the language, which slowly gave her the 
confidence she needed and soon she began speaking in English with everyone. 
 
Although JNU does have certain ‗looks‘ which are the considered the ‗cool‘ or the ‗in‘ thing, it 
still remains a place where almost any look and therefore any way of life is ‗allowed‘. JNU 
therefore acts as a mosaic of styles, still remaining largely individualistic – influenced greatly by 
their backgrounds, political leanings and will to experiment. ―The kurta and jhola is definitely the 
typical JNU look, though I think now things are changing and I‘m glad they are changing‖ 
remarked Shivani. There is perhaps no one who would stop any person from wearing what they 
choose to, leaving it up to the student to decide. However, the ‗system‘ in place – of having a 
certain ‗look‘ in order to be part of the ‗community‘ also raises further questions of who all are 
included in this ‗community‘. Are there some people who get left out in such a space which is 
‗egalitarian‘ and ‗open‘ for all?  
 
4.4 Creating Spaces within JNU 
Lefebvre highlighted that ‗the space produced also serves as a tool of thought and action‘ it 
therefore also becomes a means of domination or to exert power (Lefebvre 1991:26). An analysis 
of space as produced by people therefore also reveals the ‗naturalized‘ dominant ‗norms‘ that 
underlie a particular space; which could further uncover a system of exclusion or preference 
(Lefebvre 1991; Low 2014). In the case of JNU as well, during my conversations and 
observations, I encountered certain sections of the JNU ‗community‘ that felt excluded within 
the campus. Some individuals found it tough fitting in with the JNU ‗community‘ based on 
certain identities/characteristic of theirs, implying that while in some cases they were included in 
the ‗community‘, in other instances they felt excluded based on one aspect of their identity. For 
instance members of the LGBT16 community, physically handicapped individuals, and 
Dalit/Tribal women, brought to light such instances. In this section I lay out cases of these three 
sections of the JNU community that have struggled to have their voices heard, forcing them to 
create ‗new‘ spaces within JNU for themselves.   
 
i. Dhanak (the LGBT association founded in JNU) 
In 2009, the High Court of New Delhi had de-recognized Section 377 of the Indian Penal code 
which criminalizes ‗carnal intercourse against the order of nature‘ (Lawyers Collective), arguably 
including homosexual acts. However, in 2013, the matter was reopened and the Supreme Court 
of India put a stay on the order – thereby re-instating Section 377, and with that re-criminalizing 
homosexual acts. What followed was uproar - the Indian subcontinent was ripe with debate and 
discussion on the issue of LGBT rights. Many pride parades in solidarity with the LGBT 
community were conducted in New Delhi and across different parts of the country. It was in this 
year and during this time that ‗Dhanak‘ (rainbow), a queer-rights association, was created in JNU 
under the leadership of a few Dalit-Queer students. 
 
                                                          
16 A commonly used abbreviation to denote Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender individuals 
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Dhanak is an open collective of students from JNU, but is not just restricted to JNU; people 
from outside JNU are also encouraged to come and attend events or be part of the association.  
Before Dhanak, there was an association called ‗Anjuman‘ which was active around the year 2009. 
However, the association faced a lot of resistance from the student community at JNU. As I was 
told, stones were pelted by some students at the members from Anjuman that had gathered to 
have a meeting in one of the hostel lawns in JNU. Individuals that are from the LGBT 
community were seen as maligning the ‗natural order‘ of society. Facing such resistance, Anjuman 
soon dissolved as an association, and the main members of the associations soon passed out of 
the university.   
 
―We approach the population at JNU as ignorant 
and not as homophobic, that‘s why we see it as our 
responsibility to increase the awareness regarding 
our identities‖ remarked one of the members of 
Dhanak. In December 2014, a march was held by the 
association against the Supreme Court verdict to 
criminalize homosexuality, and at the end of this 
march, as a symbolic gesture they tied a tree 
(situated at the T-junction in JNU) with rainbow 
coloured threads. However, the next day they found 
the threads slit. They went back and tied it, and it 
has remained intact since. Steps situated near the 
library were also painted in rainbow colours after a 
few weeks, to mark the presence of the LGBT 
community in the campus. ―We question the binary 
often created in terms of gender and look at making 
JNU a more open and accessible place for people of 
all genders or sexualities‖ he added. This is especially 
important as JNU is a residential university, where 
one might constantly be under the fear of someone 
‗finding out‘ your sexuality, one‘s hostel roommate, or faculty member etc. As an association, 
Dhanak creates a space for LGBT individuals and supporters to gather, talk, interact and share 
stories - ―A space where we could just be, knowing that no one would judge us or pass 
comments‖. The support system created becomes a space where students can raise issues like 
marital pressure from home, or employability concerns, or even discrimination faced by them - 
―we don‘t have solutions but at least we can hear each-other out, we cry together and then in the 
evening party together‖.  
 
In addition to the rainbow tree and steps, Dhanak also conducts most of its events in an open 
space, in turn also making its presence spatially. For instance, some events are held near the 
grounds of Sabarmati dhaba, so that even people passing by can see what is happening and could 
join in if they choose. This also raises the curiosity level amongst people as they often stop by 
just to see what is happening, as Shefali mentioned – ―I find it nice that we get to see them out 
around here, in this way then we don‘t have to wonder about ‗them‘ (members of the LGBT 
community)‖. The atmosphere and space of JNU therefore became more ‗accepting‘ of this 
The tree at the main T-junction on which 
rainbow coloured threads were tied to mark 
the presence of the LGBT community within 
JNU.  
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LGBT identity after the nation-wide discussions and debates as well as active awareness 
generated by student members. The members of Dhanak stay connected with each other through 
closed Facebook groups, Whatsapp (instant chat) messaging groups, and also email circles. The 
identity of members that wish to stay anonymous is kept so in these groups as well. 
Representatives from the association also make it a point to at the admission desks with a 
rainbow flag when new students come to enrol, so that students coming know that there is space 
for the LGBT. Although when they come for admission they might be with their parents and 
may not want to be seen near it, the members pointed out, that students often remember their 
faces or names and come and inquire with them later in the semester. Members from Dhanak are 
also called for any gatherings held by the GSCASH (Gender Sensitisation Committee Against 
Sexual Harassment), to raise awareness as well as concerns of all students.   
 
―We often found that the vocabulary that was used when talking about queer rights was 
something not many of us could relate to, there would be people who would come and talk 
about Foucault and Derrida and we would sit there blankly‖. As an attempt to make the 
narrative and conversations about the LGBT community more relatable and approachable, 
Dhanak has tried to open up discussions and create a new vocabulary, with more focus on the 
stories and situations from their own lives. An event called ‗Meri aawaz suno’ (Listen to my voice) 
was held at JNU in 2014, where members spoke about their coming-out stories. This event was 
received very well and was attended by a large number of people, which also inspired a second 
version of this event, where people from outside JNU were also called to be part. ―In some 
cases, members of the LGBT community have called us to ask if they could change somewhere 
inside JNU –some participants come to JNU in a shirt and pant and then change into a saree (a 
long cloth draped around the body, usually worn by women), now they love it here‖. In this 
regard, Ritika recalled a conversation she had with a member from the LGBT community a few 
months ago; who stated that he found JNU to be one of the safest spaces in New Delhi, as he 
never found anyone staring at him even if he cross-dressed.   
 
Since it was started by Dalit students, the association has always addresses the intersectional 
nature of identities. While some members of ABVP (a right wing political party) had once 
expressed support claiming that members were Hindu, Dhanak members did not heed this 
support. They knew that although their ‗Hindu‘ identity was being used to garner support, as 
‗Dalit‘ Hindus the Dhanak members denounced the views of the right-wing political party that 
upheld old scriptures that spoke of the Caste System. The intersectional nature of their identities 
therefore always created a tricky situation. Dhanak was also critical of the JNUSU (Students‘ 
Union), although the JNUSU had in recent times been very supportive. At one of Dhanak’s 
events, the JNUSU president gave a speech to the gathering, however as the members pointed 
out to me, he referred to the LGBTQ community as ‗these people‘; in a way alienating them 
within their own space. During initial days, Dhanak members would also often find their posters 
pasted over by posters from the JNUSU. Posters in JNU usually have written at the bottom ‗Do 
not remove till *insert date*‘, these (unsaid) ‗rules‘ of poster pasting (one should not paste 
over/remove the other‘s poster before the date) therefore could also be seen as a form of 
showing opposition or resistance. 
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Dhanak has therefore continued to struggle to sustain the group, although it has now garnered 
more support and become more popular than it was before. While trying to demarcate and 
create a space for itself, it also simultaneously tries to erase boundaries of gendered identities.  
The association also recently appealed for changes to be made in the electoral forms at JNU - it 
is now ‗Male, Female or Other‘.  
 
ii. The Visually Challenged Students’ Forum 
Individuals who are physically handicapped, along with those from the Scheduled Castes or 
Scheduled Tribes (marginalized groups that can avail of the reservation policy of the Indian 
government) have a ‗Special cell‘ where they can go to report any grievances they have. However, 
some members who were visually impaired did not find this measure of a grievance cell enough, 
and therefore took the initiative to create a Forum of their own – the Visually Challenged 
Students‘ Forum – to address the concerns of the physically handicapped students.  The Forum 
has a Convenor and a Co-convenor, that are selected through elections within the group and 
who organize meetings and address concerns. Speaking to the Co-convenor of this Forum, I 
found out that it was only recently that JNU started looking into the concerns of the physically 
handicapped.  
 
―The spaces in JNU were extremely difficult to manoeuvre around when I had joined in 2012‖ 
remarked Gunjan. Recently however, JNU has built more ramps and tactile paths to improve the 
experience of those that are physically handicapped. The administration is now trying to update 
the campus to become a ‗Barrier Free Campus‘, in accordance with the guidelines of the Indian 
Ministry of Urban Affairs and Employment. ―They took us for inspection to see the places 
where we need different ramps etc., but in the end they implemented it exactly how they wanted 
to, so I‘m not sure why they even took us around‖ pointed out Gunjan. Although steps have 
been taken in this regard (for instance, toilets being made for handicapped students on 
wheelchairs) not all the centres have this facility yet. In 2014, the administration introduced a 
‗digital voting system‘ that allowed visually challenged students vote for the JNU Students‘ 
Union. 
 
Regarding the political atmosphere and the Students‘ Union in JNU, Gunjan stated: ―I see a 
certain disconnect between the issues that they raise and the campus issues. They often speak of 
international issues or nation-wide issues (like reservation, or crimes against marginalized 
sections of Indian society) but don‘t address the issues in the campus. I am not against the 
raising of international issues. However, I feel it is also important that they also focus on 
improving the experience of all students in the campus. They need to draw a balance between 
the two.‖  Gunjan also pointed out that the Forum hopes to have representation in the JNUSU 
one day. She remarked that the political parties usually ―politicize everything‖, ―if they see 
someone who is disabled at the rallies then they even raise slogans in support of the disabled, but 
otherwise in meetings and discussions held by the Union they often don‘t even talk about our 
issues‖. 
 
Spatially Ganga dhaba is one of the toughest places for physically handicapped persons to access, 
due to its rocky terrain and lack of any designated pathway. Being a very popular spot amongst 
students, Ganga dhaba has been a hotbed for debates and discussions, parts of life at JNU which 
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some of the physically handicapped feel like they are kept at a distance from. ―Ganga dhaba is 
almost inaccessible for me, especially if I were to go alone. A friend of mine, who is also visually 
challenged, recently fell at Ganga dhaba and fractured her foot, it was very unfortunate.‖ 
 
Regarding the future plans of the Forum, Gunjan highlighted that they hope to make all the 
dhabas in JNU accessible for physically handicapped persons. At JNU, students volunteer their 
names to help physically handicapped persons as and when required (for instance as scribes or 
readers during an exam), for which they are paid. The Forum hopes to create a ‗scribe pool‘ 
where the names of all the students are pooled in for handicapped students to request whenever 
in need, and to make the system such that the students are paid right after their services so as 
also to increase the incentive, as students don‘t always receive the money on time. The Forum 
has recently managed to get an increment in the allowance for readers or escorts that help 
students.  
 
iii. Flames of Resistance 
A group of young women from marginalized communities created a collective called ‗Flames of 
Reistance‘ – An adivasi (Tribal)-Dalit-Bahujan Women‘s Collective. Flames of Resistance (FOR) 
is a platform for women from marginalized communities to come together and raise their 
concerns and issues. The collective was created in March 2016. As it was still in its nascent stage, 
FOR had held only a few private meetings till my time in JNU, but had plans of larger public 
gatherings in the near future.  
 
Speaking to Manju, one of the members of this collective, she pointed out that since JNU has 
always been known for its left-wing politics and now a growing right-wing, members from the 
marginalized sections of society used to accommodate themselves with the Left even though 
they may not truly identify with it. Some felt that the left-wing parties either appropriated or 
misrepresented the views of the Dalits and others marginalized sections. To address this, some 
individuals got together and created the ‗Birsa – Ambedkar – Phule Students Association‘ 
(BAPSA), under the name of Birsa Munda, B.R. Ambedkar, and Jyotirao Phule, three prominent 
leaders who struggled for the equal rights of for the marginalized. In 2014, BAPSA was instated 
as a Dalit electoral party. Before this, there have been student associations that catered to the 
Dalit and tribal students, but none that stood up for elections during the JNU Students‘ Union 
elections. 
 
While most members of FOR are sympathizers of BAPSA, it is not a political platform. FOR is a 
collective for women that holds reading sessions, discussions and debates for women from these 
marginalized sections. These sessions involve readings about great leaders from marginalized 
sections and build as well as spread knowledge about the plight of the women from the ‗margins‘ 
of Indian society. It therefore also creates a space for these women to share their experiences 
and learnings. ―Unless you read about yourself you won‘t be able to put forth the arguments to 
others. This collective will help us discuss who we are and why we are different – first amongst 
ourselves and then reach out to others‖. Through this, the young women hope to create a 
discourse around Dalit women within the campus. 
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As Dalit or adivasi (Tribal) women their struggles are very different from other women. Although 
the admission policy of JNU proactively brings such women from marginalized sections to the 
university, some women feel discriminated against in the campus. Their interactions, even in an 
‗egalitarian‘ space like JNU, are shaped by the discrimination that many like them face ‗outside‘ in 
wider society. ―The barrier is inbuilt in the minds of people, which is very difficult to change‖ 
remarked Manju. ―After admissions, during the initial months students usually stick to groups 
based on region or language, but over time they disseminate. However, automatically after a 
certain time I found that upper-class persons usually hung out together‖. These differences 
would be prominent particularly in the case of women as the clothing and accessories that they 
chose to wear could give away their class position – in certain cases the more expensive clothes 
imply a higher class. However, in addition to class based differences, differentiation between 
people from the same region and same economic background would occur based on their caste 
identity – ―socially she will be more privileged‖ remarked Manju, as a mere introduction could 
reveal the caste identity  of a person. Certain surnames are attached to a caste-identity, making it 
easy to identify the caste through a person‘s surname. This would therefore give some women an 
―upper-edge‖. This could also hold true in terms of internalized barriers upheld by women from 
the marginalized sections of society, as the fact that their families have been neglected and 
ignored for so many years would also play a role in how they approach a situation – they may 
feel ―inferior‖ when with members from upper caste.  
 
―The only way we think women can break out of their caste-identity is through education‖ added 
Manju. The barriers of caste, she feels, could be broken through the quality of work that these 
women produce, in the process also challenging the system. ―There is a need for a space where 
such women could assert their own rights; this is being created at JNU through the platform of 
‗Flames of Resistance‘ ‖. As the first few posters put up by Flames of Resistances said: ―it [FOR] 
will ignite debates and discussions by deconstructing and reconstructing an alternate narrative of 
the lives of women from the margins. This endeavour thereby hopes to act as an agent of 
knowledge and resistance to challenge the multiple matrices of power‖  
 
Thus, the cases of Dhanak, The Visually Challenged Students’ Forum, and Flames of Resistance show 
that despite being viewed by many as an ‗open‘ and ‗egalitarian‘, there were certain sections of 
the JNU community that did not feel as ‗included‘ as others, leading to the creation of ‗new‘ 
spaces/groups within JNU. This also brings out the importance of analysing the category of 
‗women‘ as heterogeneous and not based merely on their gendered identity (Paik 2014; 
Visweswaran 1997). Some women may experience discrimination due to other identities they 
identify with, often leading to what Paik (2014) refers to as ‗double discrimination‘ – e.g. a Dalit 
woman would face discrimination based on both accounts, her Dalit identity, and her gendered 
identity. In addition to the category of ‗women‘, it is also important to note the internal 
differentiation and subjectivities even within these identity-based groups that I refer to (Dhanak 
or The Visually Challenges Students‘ Forum and FOR). Each disadvantaged group is diverse and 
portrays a complex interaction of different identities that may overlap. For instance, some 
members of Dhanak are also Dalits, members of FOR could be physically disabled, and so on. 
In the case of JNU, discrimination based on gender is at a minimal as the students as well as 
administration actively work towards maintaining such a space; where there were no separate 
restrictions on timing/clothing/interactions dependent on gender. The JNU campus also does 
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not have any rules that are exclusionary based on the caste or class identity of individuals. 
However, there were certain structural hierarchies (e.g. caste system) and stereotypes (e.g. image 
of the LGBT community as ‗unnatural‘) which have their roots in the ‗rigid‘ beliefs of wider 
Indian society that still manifested themselves (perhaps sub-consciously) through the actions of 
each individual student. The productive capacity of each individual to ‗produce difference‘ 
(Turner 1997), also proves true in this case of exclusion at JNU. Turner (1997) argued that 
‗difference… is a product of action by human agents; it cannot be conceived as a producer of 
itself‘ (ibid: 289). It is therefore important to identify the individual‘s productive capacity that 
gives a ground for unifying or segregating identities. Thus, in JNU as well, this capacity of the 
individuals to produce and reproduce the differential categories that they see as part of the 
‗community‘ or as separate, leads to differential treatment towards certain groups. In reality 
therefore, there were instances where JNU itself was structured by discriminatory societal norms, 
which were produced and reproduced in JNU by the very same student populace. As space and 
the people that inhabit it are mutually constitutive, i.e. the spaces shape, and are shaped by the 
individuals that contain it, these (perhaps sub-conscious) discriminatory practices of the 
individuals also translate themselves into spaces. These differences therefore manifest themselves 
in spatial terms, since spatial settings often reinforce and reproduce the prevailing social 
distinctions of each social context (Spain 1993), as for instance, was the case with access to 
dhabas for the physically handicapped.  
 
Though JNU was deemed more ‗inclusive‘ and ‗open‘ as compared to other university/city 
spaces, it still remains important to ask who all in fact come under the purview of the university 
and are deemed part of the ‗community‘. While it may not be possible to be ‗inclusive‘ for each 
and every individual, as definitions of what is inclusive could vary depending on the standpoint 
of each individual, over time, as spaces shape and are shaped by the students that inhabit it, there 
is always possibility for constant change. The ‗habitus‘ that the students create within JNU, is 
continually renewed and regenerated by practices, which are conditioned by the habitus itself, but 
are nevertheless open for improvisations. This improvisation exploits time and is historically 
generated and is not a spur of the moment, and is not an individual but a collective act. Ever 
since the 9th February event, one of the repercussions has also been a move towards fusing the 
Dalit and left-wing movements at JNU, although it is still very early to say, but this could well be 
the move towards a new phase of student politics at JNU as well. As these students from FOR, 
Dhanak and The Visually Challenged Students‘ Forum grow and create awareness regarding 
discriminatory practices, an on-going process of the production of change would (perhaps) also 
lead to their being ‗accepted‘ into the JNU ‗community‘; as is increasingly the case with members 
of Dhanak and slowly too with Flames of Resistance.  
 
Conclusion 
The shift presents these women with an exposure to two very different contexts, both spaces 
where what constitutes the ‗popular‘ or the ‗norm‘ is very different. Coming to JNU opens up 
new possibilities for these women to negotiate and create new meaning of gendered identity, 
giving her the choice of who she interacts with, what she chooses to wear, where she goes etc. 
However the extent to which she chooses to explore these opportunities is largely shaped by her 
own background – class, caste etc. and also the guilt of ‗shaming‘ or maligning the reputation of 
the family.  
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Despite being a largely ‗open‘ and ‗egalitarian‘ space, JNU too gets influenced by discriminatory 
societal norms of larger Indian society, through the students that carry these norms to the 
university space. Over time JNU has created its own ‗norms‘ which are shaped by the students 
themselves, and which in turn has a bearing on who all feel included as part of this ‗community‘, 
that manifests itself socially as well as spatially.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
78 
 
5. Conclusion 
The aim of my thesis was to understand the transformations brought about in young women as 
they migrate from small provincial towns to a seemingly egalitarian university space. In 
particular, I focused on the transformation brought about in the gendered identities and the 
usage of space of these young women. I began my thesis by highlighting the two concepts that 
feed into my theoretical and methodological approach - space and gender. I used the theories of 
Lefebvre (1991) to highlight the fact the ‗space‘ is a social product embedded in social reality. 
Space and time, for Lefebvre, were results, as well as preconditions for the production of a 
particular society. These categories (space and time) are therefore uniquely experienced based on 
the context in which one is present - as was the case with the young women I interacted with at 
JNU who were part of two social context (JNU and home), and therefore experiencing two 
different social spaces. Low (2014), in ‗Spatializing culture‘, points out the embodied nature of 
space; highlighting the meaning-making and creation of space undertaken by each individual as 
they perceive, construct, feel, as well as act in different spaces. Each individual therefore takes on 
an active characterization of each space they interact with, for instance, JNU was characterized as 
‗safe‘ ‗free‘ ‗liberal‘ by almost all my respondents, while Delhi was characterized as ‗unsafe‘. 
These characterizations of JNU and Delhi also made an impact on how the women felt and 
behaved in these spaces; they were always cautious of moving about in Delhi, especially at night, 
while at JNU they were confident of roaming around at any time.  
 
While analysing and observing the transformations in the gendered identities of these young 
women at JNU, I made use of the theories by Butler (1990) and West and Zimmerman (1987) to 
emphasise the performative nature of gender as a category of analysis; making it important to 
recognize the ‗doing‘ of gender along with the ideas and notions related to gender norms. This 
notion of the ‗performance‘ of gender helped me recognize the constant negotiations that the 
women underwent during their time at JNU, as they had been presented with differing ideas of 
what an ‗appropriate‘ gendered performance should be. At home they grew up inculcating ideas 
that women should not speak loudly, should not have close relations with men, should wear 
clothes that were not figure-hugging or revealing and so on; while at JNU they saw women and 
men interacting very closely, women being loud and opinionated, and wearing an array of 
clothing styles (although the ‗norm‘ remained the salwar kurta).  
 
Using these practice-based perspectives, I was able to understand and bring forth the contextual 
nature of gender and space that are greatly influenced by the societal norms within which they 
are embedded (Spain 1993). While these societal norms guide the behaviour and actions of 
individuals, these norms are not always strictly imposed. In most cases, the ‗norms‘ in the home 
environment of many of my respondents seemed to be influenced more by the neighbourhood 
than the parents or immediate family. For instance, in the case of Aparajita (from Begusarai, 
Bihar) the dupatta was important every time she stepped out of her house, implying that when she 
was inside the house with her parents and brothers, the dupatta was not a necessity. Similarly, for 
Twinkle, wearing sleeveless clothes was a rule imposed due to her extended family living in the 
neighbourhood and had little to do with her own parents. These norms, being ill-defined, 
therefore allow for deviations and aberrations; thereby showcasing the fluidity of practices. As 
the young women shift to JNU and leave behind the ‗neighbourhood‘, they are presented with an 
opportunity to change their earlier ways. Thus, as they shift across two social contexts of home 
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and university, these women tread physical as well as symbolic boundaries on a daily basis, 
revealing complex patterns of meaning making and identity construction related to gender and 
space.  
 
As the gendered social body becomes the medium through which social spaces are experienced, 
produced, reproduced as well as transformed (Phadke et al 2009), the young women become the 
agents that connect the two social worlds of their home and university. Back home, the lives of 
these young women are greatly influenced by their families, neighbourhood, schooling as well as 
their limited social circle. The closer supervision of daughters invariably meant that their social 
life was largely monitored, and often relegated to the domestic sphere. In contrast to this, JNU 
proved to be a space where these women could make use of being ‗anonymous‘ and experiment 
with their performance of gender, as there were no gendered rules that governed their 
interactions (with men or women) or movements. The university space thereby emerged as a 
crucial site where I could study people‘s perceptions of gendered identity.  
 
Although gender may at times be ‗performed upon‘ women in their home setting (Visweswaran 
1997), for instance when she is asked to ‗help out‘ in household chores while her brothers are 
free to roam outside the home, it is still important to recognize the ‗naturalized‘ nature of this 
gendered identity. I identify the woman‘s agential capacity to imbibe and adopt the gendered 
code which she may view as ‗for her own good‘ and also provides her with shelter. A ‗Habitus‘ 
(Bourdieu 1977) is thus created, which gets internalized by the women over time. Bourdieu 
identifies the fact that the habitus conditions us in many ways. It engenders our aspirations and 
practices and sometimes limits our possibilities as it inculcates disposition that are historically 
embedded within it for long. 
 
On the other hand, recognizing this agential capacity allowed me to identify the transformations 
in this performance of gender as these women shift to a different context. The melange of 
students at JNU contrasts starkly with the limited and uniform social group that women had 
‗back home‘. It opens up possibilities for young women to imagine themselves differently, giving 
them a space to develop and grow independently in a metropolis, where they are presented with 
an urban and metropolitan lifestyle. However, as most of my observations show, even when the 
women are presented with an ‗open‘ and ‗free‘ space like JNU, they often put ‗limits‘ on 
themselves. Many women pointed out that they ―knew (their) limits‖ and would not cross them, 
often out of fear of maligning their family reputation or disappointing their parents. Most young 
women did not choose to indulge or be associated with activities that they had now deemed as 
‗acceptable‘ after coming to JNU, like smoking, taking part in politics etc. These ‗limits‘ were also 
highly dependent on the class and caste identity of each individual, a woman hailing from an 
upper-class or caste would perhaps have more leeway to push their boundaries while those from 
the lower-classes or castes may be more cautious of their behaviour in order to prevent any 
further maligning of their family‘s reputation.  
 
Despite the extremely diverse student populace at the university campus, the students portrayed 
a camaraderie which could be noted in the trust they showed in fellow students to stand up for 
each other. Although the JNU walls were highly permeable (given that people were allowed entry 
without any restrictions) the ‗inside‘ of JNU was clearly demarcated as separate from the 
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‗outside‘ for the students within - revealing a social construction of spaces (Low 2014). The 
university had no rules that were discriminatory in nature with regard to an individual‘s class, 
caste, region or religion etc. Unlike most other Indian universities, JNU also did not have any 
restrictions on attire, or the interactions and movements of the genders. The university 
administration therefore lay an emphasis on treating its student populace as ‗adults‘ and had 
students involved in most organizational bodies; be it as the student committee in charge of 
hostels or the Student Union (JNUSU) that is meant to act as a mediator between the students 
and the administration. Without any policing of behaviour or movements, the university space 
was largely left up to the students, in turn making them self-regulatory and creating a 
‗community‘ that looked out for each other.  
 
This distinct JNU ‗community‘ further develops its own (unsaid) rules of how the student 
community must function. This ‗sense of community‘ therefore also moulded newcomers into a 
‗system‘; as was the case in the hostels where students were overtime taught how to adjust and 
learn the (unsaid) rules of the hostel space. In some cases these also lead to the creation of 
certain popular ways of looking, speaking etc. within this community. In a way creating their own 
set of ‗norms‘. For instance, a left-wing ideology dominated most open debates and discussions, 
while the kind of clothes that were seen as the ‗JNU look‘ were the kurta and jhola. JNU 
therefore constitutes a ‗community‘ that distinctly defines the spatial area within which it is 
present. 
 
Therefore, both the contextually different spaces (home and JNU) create a ‗sense of community‘ 
which is adhered to, based on certain (often unsaid) rules which manifest through practices.  
Each distinct space is therefore dependent on a consensus between members which may not be 
(explicitly) spelled-out, but presents itself every time someone is seen as deviating from it. For 
instance, in the home setting women seen ‗hanging out‘ with men may be reprimanded for being 
‗too friendly‘ with them, or in the case of JNU a woman in a more ‗stylish look‘ (attired in a well-
groomed, fashionable manner) may be seen as an anomaly in the ‗community‘ and appear as a 
misfit.  
 
Both of these ‗communities‘ interact and develop along with the women as they observe and 
experience different practices of gender and space in the university. Considering the subjective 
narratives of these young women, I argue that the way the women interpret these new practices 
remains a largely strategic act. They strategically filter, absorb, and negotiate with notions of 
gender and space in the university that greatly differ from the ones they knew ‗back home‘ 
(Thapan 2001). The young women at JNU make use of their understandings from both the 
social worlds they interact with in order to give meaning to different gendered performances. 
They strategically integrate new notions of gendered identities and usage of space, that they 
observe at JNU, such as freedom of expression, closer interactions with men etc. into their social 
repertoire. They often switch back and forth between their understandings of gender from their 
home setting and those they learn and observe at JNU, while trying to maintain their social status 
in each setting (Nguyen and Strikus 2007). Such was the case with Twinkle for instance, who 
switched between sleeved and sleeveless clothes between her home and JNU, and between being 
an ‗obedient‘ daughter at home to a strong vociferous student organization member at JNU; 
resonating with what Ferguson (1999) called ‗cultural style‘ that individuals make use of as they 
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switch between contexts. The young women strategically use the different discourses of gender 
to construct their own gendered identities that connect with their circumstances and future 
pathways. For instance, most of the young women were more open to interactions with men 
after coming to JNU, and some had even planned to stand up to their parents and have say in 
whom they marry in the future. The students employ what Nguyen and Strikus (2007), in their 
study on the cultural and gender identity negotiation in Vietnamese youth, refer to as ‗strategic 
transformation‘: the process through which students ‗intentionally define gender identities as 
ways to leverage social status and power within specific situations‘ (ibid: 889).  
 
As the social repository of these young women evolves, so too does their habitus. According to 
Bourdieu (1977), individuals do not behave in terms of rules part of the objectified structure but 
make use of situation specific strategies. There is thus a need to go beyond rules and focus on 
the array of strategies that individuals deploy. At JNU there is a blurring of the gendered code of 
conduct and the young women pick up new ideas that shape their thinking and actions. For 
instance, what many of my respondents thought were ‗bad‘ activities like smoking or sitting 
closely with men, soon became not so bad and more ‗acceptable‘. Regarding clothing as well, a 
large number of my respondents had tried new clothing styles after coming to JNU, for instance 
Marjauna as well as Sakshi had both worn a dress for the first time after coming to JNU. It was 
interesting to note that these new clothing styles were often accepted by the parents (especially 
mothers) of the young women, but were seen as an issue when they in the neighbourhood or 
when meeting relatives – reiterating the dynamic nature of the norms that are adhered to. 
  
An analysis of these instances of change point towards the fact that women perhaps found it 
much easier changing their attire to suit their lives at JNU (wearing a dress, or skirt or shorts 
after coming to JNU), rather than their actions. For instance, while many of my respondents 
pointed out that they were more ‗accepting‘ of women smoking and of women being involved in 
politics, they did not choose to involve themselves in these activities. Showcasing further how 
the inculcated notions of what a woman ‗should‘ or ‗should not‘ be still played an important part 
in how these women determined their own actions. These ‗limits‘ reveal how closely the two 
worlds of home and university interact through these women; they are faced with a dual conflict 
that shapes how they deal with each situation. On the one hand the women face an internal 
conflict based on their upbringing - gendered expectations, maintaining the family status etc. – 
and on the other hand, a second conflict that stems from their shift to a new space that provides 
them with differing notions of gender.    
 
While JNU presents these women with notions of gender equality, the conventions and 
‗normative‘ ways of being created within the JNU ‗community‘ in some cases also lead to 
exclusion. While for most women JNU was a ‗liberating‘ space, for some others their 
identification with certain identities (for instance the LGBT community, or being visually 
challenged, or being a Dalit) meant that they felt excluded on certain accounts based on these 
identities - thereby reiterating the importance of viewing ‗women‘ as a heterogeneous group 
(Paik 2014). Thus, while many of my respondents imagined JNU as an ‗island‘, the normative 
conventions and exclusionary principles rooted in larger Indian society still seep in to the 
university campus through the very students that call it an island.  
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The transformations that the young women undergo is therefore not a straightforward change 
from any one way of being to another, it is a complex and constant redefinition of their notions 
of gender as well as space. This transformative process is selective and strategic in nature, and 
changes between different ‗styles‘ based on contexts – highlighting the fluidity between the two 
social worlds that these young women are simultaneously part of. The meanings of space, as well 
as gender, play out as interactive processes – from ideas that were initially informed by a 
particular set of practices to the construction of new notions of gender and usage of space. The 
young women are faced with a dilemma when the definitions and expectations deemed 
appropriate by their family and neighbourhood ‗back home‘ interact with different contexts and 
situations in the university space. JNU too provides women with ‗normative‘ clothing styles and 
ways of acting – for instance, the Fab-India kurta, or being loud, strong, and opinionated. As 
these are the ‗popular‘ styles in JNU, in some cases it could lead to women having to change 
their earlier ways out of the need to ‗fit in‘. These dilemmas and struggles often lead to a 
redefinition of their identities (Thapan 2001). While these women do experiment and try out new 
ways of performing gender and incorporate changes into their social repository, these changes 
involve complex processes of meaning making that are deeply shaped by, and limited to, their 
habitus. Gendered identity and the social construction of space is therefore always an on-going 
process, manifesting itself through social relations and practices.  
 
It is precisely in a space like JNU, governed by a largely progressive narrative, that tensions arise 
between liberal values at a formal level and the feudal moorings embedded in patriarchal 
structures that interact and get stretched in such spaces (Sengupta 2013). Though my thesis, I 
therefore illustrate how the embodied practices of gender and perceptions of space are not only 
described through words, but are constantly enacted in everyday activities. In turn highlighting 
gender, as well as space as socially constructed categories that exist in close relation to each other 
and that develop mutually.  
 
Although I look at the specific site of JNU, similar experiences also play out across different 
parts of India as more young women get an opportunity to shift out of their homes in search of 
jobs and education opportunities–opening up possibilities of new conversations. It is thus 
important to recognize the constant reinvention that these young women undertake while 
constructing themselves as women. Entrenched in their familial ties, the identities of these young 
women simultaneously undergo a redefinition as they engage with ambivalent images and 
strategically transform themselves while developing their own aspirations.  
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